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The dropout rate for many Mississippi high schools has improved tremendously 
over the last decade. In 2017, the Mississippi Department of Education reported that the 
dropout rate for the State declined form 13.9% to 10%. This rate was only 4% higher than 
the national average. However, with all the research that pertains to student dropouts and 
the success many states are seeing, there are still school districts failing to show 
improvement.  Many high schools have dropout rates in excess of 20%. 
This study explored the perceptions of district high school principals, counselors, 
and other administrators working in schools with students who are at risk of dropping 
out. It examined the prevention practices or strategies that are the most effective in 
improving dropout rate conditions. The theoretical framework of this study was the 
theory of experience and experiential learning theory addressed by Dewey, Neill, and 
Kolb. Dewey (1916) argued that students could not control their previous experiences, 
but once a student understood the importance of engaging in the learning and the 
implications of persisting in school they could then take ownership of their learning and 
 
 
succeed. The importance of this involved student motivation and engagement. Kolb 
(1984) further developed this theory with the concept of a student’s learning style to help 
individuals identify the way they learn from experience. Hence, helping students engage 
in learning by internalizing its value to students remained a primary concept. Data 
collection methods included surveys, interviews, and a review of participating school’s 
dropout prevention plans.  
The results of this study indicated that successful schools are using dropout 
prevention plans which may be emulated or duplicated in other schools. The components 
of such plans are directly connected to the themes that emerged from successful school 
leaders regarding student persistence in high school. The study found that key elements 
for a successful program included the following:  community collaborations, leadership 
development, teaching and learning practices, and support from district level leadership. 
It was determined that the administrators and counselors believed that they were capable 
of meeting the needs of their students through various programs, district initiatives, 
teacher and leadership development, and the involvement of all stakeholders which were 
the leading factors to their success. All of these elements were required in order to see 
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THE NATURE OF THE PROBLEM 
Introduction 
Rumberger (2011) wrote a book entitled Dropping out: Why students drop out of 
high school and what can be done about it. In his book he gave great detail on students 
who are considered dropouts and what research has found to be consistent characteristics 
of these students. He also discussed what is being done to address the problem. He states,  
The national concern for dropouts is reflected in numerous studies and programs 
focusing on this issue at the national, state, and local levels. Since 1988, the 
federal government alone spent more than $300 million on dropout prevention 
programs. And research on school dropouts has increased dramatically over the 
past decade. (p. 4) 
High school dropouts remain a problem in the educational system. However, if 
there are schools experiencing success, what needs to happen in other high schools in 
Mississippi to see similar or more success for their students? 
This study explored the perceptions of administrators and counselors regarding 
the success of their dropout prevention programs among high school students in the state 
of Mississippi. The Mississippi Department of Education (MDE; 2017) reported that the 
dropout rate for the state was nearly 5% higher than the national average. Since 2013, the 
state of Mississippi has seen a slight decline in dropout rates declining from 13.9% to 
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10.8% in 2017. The national average dropout rate in 2017 was 6%. According to the 
MDE Accountability Report (MDE, 2018), out of the 151 reporting high schools, 45% of 
those high schools have dropout rates above the state’s average, and 62% are above the 
national average. 
According to Bridgeland, DiIulia, and Morison (2006), almost one-third of all 
public high schools student failed to graduate from public high school with their 
graduating class. This has been a long-standing problem, and the No Child Left Behind 
Act of 2001 (NCLB, 2002) called for the identification of schools in which students were 
not achieving proficient levels of academic skills and/or graduating with a regular high 
school diploma in the standard number of years. The legislation (NCLB, 2002) sought to 
provide additional supports to encourage graduation. NCLB, however, has failed to 
successfully address the problem. In 2015, President Obama signed the Every Student 
Succeeds Act (ESSA) which continued to address the nation’s longstanding commitment 
to equal opportunity for all students. Klein (2016) recognized that NCLB represented a 
significant step forward for our nation’s children in many respects, however, the 
prescriptive requirements became increasingly unworkable for schools and educators. 
ESSA called for educators and families to create a law in education that focused on the 
clear goal of fully preparing all students for success in college and careers.  
Princiotta and Reyna (2009) found all states had a school dropout problem, and 
every state had schools where at least 40% of their 9th graders fail to reach 12th grade in 
three years. In addition, the authors noted that 49 states and the District of Columbia 
reported that approximately 613,000 public school students in Grades 9-12 dropped out 
of school during the 2008-2009 school years. Swanson and Chaplin (2003) reported that 
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the dropout rate greatly impacts the Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) for individual schools 
as well as the entire school district, with regard to school improvement status. Schools 
not meeting AYP are at risk of being taken over by the state if improvement is not made 
or goals are not met. 
The National High School Center (2007) stated that individuals who worked in 
dropout prevention programs often do not use research-based strategies and interventions 
that are appropriate for students who are at-risk for academic failure. In addition, there is 
little research to show the success of those schools who are seeing a decline in their 
dropout data. Dropout prevention programs remained an essential tool for schools and 
school districts in promoting students to complete high school (Princiotta & Reyna, 
2009). However, many school administrators still did not know what the most successful 
high schools are doing differently to improve their dropout rates (Princiotta & Reyna, 
2009).  
This study is important because although research exists about how districts or high 
school principals, counselors, and other administrators work with students who are at risk 
of dropping out, few have knowledge of which prevention practices are the most effective 
in improving dropout rate conditions. This study may give principals, administrators, and 
counselors additional information needed to implement more effective dropout plans and 
programs. It will be of particular value to school leaders in Mississippi or other states in the 
deep South that have similar challenges.  
Background of the Study 
A student who has dropped out of school has been labeled as a student who has 
quit school before he or she graduated (MDE, 2009). The MDE (2009) defined a drop out 
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as an individual who was enrolled in school at some time during the previous year, was 
not enrolled in school at the beginning of the current school year, has not graduated or 
completed a GED program, and does not meet any of the reasons to be excluded from 
school.  
In 1982, Mississippi created the Mississippi Education Reform Act (MDE, 2009) 
to address the dropout issue in Mississippi. The specifics of this Act included 14 
components for implementation. These included full-day kindergarten, teacher assistants 
in early grades, statewide achievement testing, performance-based accreditation, uniform 
curriculum, stronger high school graduation requirements, and strategies that were to be 
implemented in school districts that were preventative measures for at-risk students. By 
the new millennium, however, high dropout rates persisted in Mississippi and across the 
nation (MDE, 2009).  
NCLB (2002) established indicators intended to impact dropout prevention. 
NCLB included 10 goals, and the last goal was that all students, including students with 
disabilities, would graduate from high school. By July of 2006, Mississippi created the 
Office of Dropout Prevention. The director set dates for implementation of the program 
and recognized the legislative intent for the program (MDE, 2009). The goal of the Office 
of Dropout Prevention was to raise the state graduation rate to at least 85% by the 2018-
2019 school years (MDE, 2009). The state of Mississippi required all districts to develop 
and implement a dropout prevention program approved by the Office of Dropout 
Prevention of the State Department of Education by 2012-2013. It became the 
responsibility of the school district to reduce and/or eliminate dropouts in the district 
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using implementation of dropout prevention plans and meeting indicated graduation 
benchmarks. 
In its efforts to lower Mississippi’s dropout rate, the state established its 
comprehensive dropout prevention plan with three overarching goals to accomplish 
(American's Education Guide, 2009).  The first goal was to increase the graduation rate 
for the 9th -12th cohort classes to 85% by the 2018-2019 school year as mandated by 
Mississippi Code 37-13-80. The second goal, was by 2012-2013, through initiatives 
instituted by the Office of Dropout Prevention, to reduce the state’s dropout rate by 50%. 
The third goal, was by 2012-2013, through initiatives instituted by the Offices of Dropout 
Prevention to reduce the statewide truancy rate by 50%. Research has not been conducted 
to determine whether the three previously mentioned goals have had a direct impact on 
reducing dropouts. This study addresses significant gaps in research concerning how high 
school administrators and school counselors describe their work in dropout prevention 
programs.  
Statement of the Problem 
The problem leading to the need for this study was the concern for school districts 
in Mississippi who have witnessed continuing dropout rates above the state and national 
level. While much has been written about dropouts, there is little research to show that 
the strategies in dropout prevention plans match the dropout rate conditions. Many 
districts have had dropout prevention plans in place; yet, the number of students choosing 
to dropout remains a priority concern for the district. The findings in this study may be 
used to strengthen the dropout prevention programs in districts that are not experiencing 
the success of similar districts who are utilizing their plans and prevention strategies with 
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fidelity. It is crucial that all districts in Mississippi increase the current graduation rate to 
not only meet the accountability standards of MDE and NCLB, but more importantly 
meet the needs of students and families.  
High dropout rates remain a serious epidemic issue as well. High school dropouts 
cost the nation and state money as they are less likely to find and hold jobs that pay a 
living wage (Rumberger 2011). In addition, Rumberger (2011) noted that even when 
dropouts find jobs, they earn substantially less than high school graduates and earn an 
average of $9,000 less per year than a high school graduate. Thus, the total cost of 
dropping out, paid by that student in lost income over a lifetime is about $260,000. This 
trend represented an increase in the average dropout’s lost income at the turn of the 
millennium. The dropout’s income, which was $18,826 a year, was far less than the 
$27,280 earnings of the average high school graduate (Rumberger, 2011). If all students 
remained in school and graduated, communities and states could save millions of dollars.  
In addition to costing the nation money, Jerald (2006) discovered that most 
prevention programs over the last 30 years resulted in undetermined or ineffective results. 
Although many approaches to dropout prevention and intervention are in place 
throughout the nation's school systems, little is known about their effectiveness. The 
purpose of this study is to examine the schools that have seen substantial success in drop-
out prevention since 2010. This study will use the opinions of the high school 
administrators and counselors who work with students at risk who have seen 
improvement in the number of students dropping out of school. It is critical that the adults 
who work with these students have an opportunity to describe how they help these 
students stay in school. While there is a great deal of talk about dropout rates, programs 
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to aid in the prevention of dropouts or in the early identification of students at-risk for 
dropping out in Mississippi are slowly developing. 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study was to examine the schools that had seen substantial 
success in dropout prevention since 2010 and identify the policies and procedures that 
were integral to their success. This study used the opinions and ideas of the high school 
administrators and counselors who worked with these students and observed 
improvement in the number of students dropping out of school. A key component of the 
study involved the adults who worked with these students having an opportunity to 
describe how they helped these students stay in school. While there is a great deal of 
public discourse about dropout rates, programs to aid in the prevention of dropouts or in 
the early identification of students at-risk for dropping out in Mississippi are slowly 
developing. 
Research Questions 
The overarching research question that will guide this study is the following: 
Among schools that have seen a decline in dropout data, which dropout prevention 
practices are most effective at reducing the dropout rate? 
The following sub-questions guided this study: 
1. What are the perceptions of high school administrators and counselors 
concerning reasons for dropping out? 
2. What are the perceptions of high school administrators and counselors 
concerning strategies to prevent dropping out? 
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3. Based on your perception, how have the dropout plans and specific 
prevention strategies reduced the number of dropouts? 
4. What similarities and differences in both perceptions and strategies have 
led to decreased dropout rates? 
Definition of Terms 
1. At-Risk Student: students who failed to meet graduation requirements. Students 
are at risk who fail two or more subject area state assessments, are English 
language learners, or they repeat grade levels at any time or have and age/grade 
discrepancy. Students are also at risk who experience an interruption in their 
education during the school year (U.S. Department of Education, 2008).   
2. Disengagement:  to free or detach oneself; withdraw. Students who are 
disengaged in the classroom withdraw from learning (Princotta & Reyna, 2009). 
3. Dropout:  an individual who was enrolled in school at some time during the 
previous school year; was not enrolled in school at the beginning of the current 
school year; has not graduated from high school or completed a state or district 
approved education program; and does not meet any of the following 
exclusionary conditions: transfer to another public school district, private school, 
or state-or district-approved educational program; temporary absence due to 
suspension or school-approved illness; or death (MDE, 2007). 
4. Dropout Prevention Plan:  The dropout prevention plan is a document written to 
reduce the number of dropouts. The Mississippi Office of Dropout Prevention 
(MDE, 2007) is responsible for the administration of the statewide dropout 
prevention plans and any regulation or polices pertaining to dropout prevention. It 
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was the intent of the Mississippi legislature, through the statewide dropout 
prevention programs, to allow each school district to mold its dropout prevention 
plan to meet the unique needs of that district and, therefore, decrease the state 
dropout rate (MDE, 2007).  
5. Dropout Prevention Program: Dropout prevention programs are interventions 
designed to increase high school completion rates. These interventions can 
include such techniques as incentives, counseling, or monitoring the 
prevention/intervention of choice (U.S. Department of Education, 2003). In 
addition, these services help youth who are at-risk of dropping out of school. 
These programs may are often under an umbrella of programs and services to help 
youth who are at-risk of dropping out of school. These programs may include 
alternative education programs, teenage parent programs, disciplinary programs, 
educational programs in the juvenile justice system, truancy programs, and the 
General Educational Development (GED) Exit Options model (U.S. Department 
of Education, 2008).  
6. Dropout Rates: the percentage of dropouts in Grades 9-12 compared to the total 
percentage of students in Grades 9-12 enrolled for the full academic year. The 
State Department of Education releases a graduation rate each year that reflects 
the percentage of first time ninth graders who graduate four years later.  
7. Graduate:  a student who graduated from a public or nonpublic high school with a 
high school diploma (NCES, 2007). 
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Theoretical Framework of Study 
Two theories have been integrated to form the theoretical framework for this 
study. The first theory that will frame this study is Neill (2005) theory of experience 
through the works of Dewey (1916). The second theory is Kolb's (1984) experiential 
learning theory.  This section describes each theory and how it is relevant to this study.  
Dewey (as cited in Neill, 2005) proposed that the theory of experience should 
inform the central design of education. Dewey believed that students cannot control their 
previous experiences; they must understand these previous experiences so they can 
improve their learning. Dewey (1916) made one of the most significant contributions to 
the development of educational thinking in the 20th Century. Dewey's philosophical 
pragmatism shows his concern with interaction, reflection and experience; and his 
interest in community and democracy were brought together to develop a form of 
education. Dewey argued that this form of education should be conducive to the future of 
individuals and society based on experiences created from education.  
Dewey (1916) posed the question: Why do so many students hate school? He 
believed that the answer to this question was obvious, but often ignored: schools were 
centered on subjects rather than on students. Dewey argued that educators must 
understand the differences that each student demonstrates in relation to learning derived 
from genetics and from previous experiences. Therefore, educators must be flexible so 
that students may engage in learning in a way that lends to greater ownership and success 
for students.  
Dewey (1916) developed the theory of experience that provides a better 
understanding of learning and its impact on students. Students who experience academic 
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success tend to reflect positively on how to improve their learning. Dewey believed the 
best education taught students how to make wise decisions concerning social situations. 
On the other hand, students who experience academic failure tend to stop learning. This 
in turn, leads students to the decision to drop out of school.  
Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning theory consists of a 4-stage learning cycle 
where a learner will encounter all four stages of the cycle in varying degrees: 
experiencing, reflecting, thinking, and acting. At the most basic level, a learner will 
generally show a preference or strength in only one of the stages. The preferred learning 
stage determines a learner’s learning style defined in Kolb’s Learning Style Inventory. 
Kolb’s theory draws on the origins of experiential learning from the works of prominent 
20th Century scholars Dewey, Lewin, and Piaget (Kolb, 1984) and develops a holistic 
model of the experiential learning process and a multi-linear model of adult development 
(Kolb & Kolb, 2005). 
Much of Kolb’s research on the experiential learning theory focuses on the 
concept of learning style, using the Learning Style Inventory (LSI) to assess individual 
learning styles and to help individuals identify the way they learn from experience. The 
LSI is based on Kolb’s experiential learning theory and is unique from other tests of 
learning style used in education because it draws upon a comprehensive theory of 
learning and development (Kolb & Kolb, 2005). 
Kolb and Kolb (2005) describe experiential learning as a process of constructing 
knowledge from a creative tension among the four learning modes. This process is also 
responsive to contextual demands. This consortium of knowledge is portrayed as an 
idealized learning cycle where the learner experiences all four modes – experiencing, 
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reflecting, thinking, and acting- in a recurring process that is responsive to the learning 
situation and to what is being learned. The experiential learning theory proposes that the 
learning cycle varies according to individual’s learning style and the learning context in 
which he or she is participating. 
Kolb (1984) proposes that learners, through their choice of experience, program 
themselves to grasp reality through varying degrees and then transform their reality. The 
self-programming through experience determines the extent to which the learner will 
emphasize the four modes of the learning process. 
The two theories show that traditional education was too concerned with 
delivering knowledge and not enough with understanding student’s actual experiences 
such as career academies, career and technical programs, college fairs, etc. These two 
theories help frame the study by providing an understanding of how people learn can help 
educators target their teaching efforts, motivate learners to expand their learning 
strengths, and make optimum use of their student’s and colleagues time and resources. 
Overview of the Methodology 
The research design appropriate for this topic was a qualitative, descriptive case 
study design (Yin, 2003). Data were gathered to explore the perceptions of administrators 
and counselors regarding the reasons students drop out and how they used their dropout 
prevention programs to prevent students from dropping out of school. The survey 
research design specifically refers to the use of surveys to quantify, describe, or 
characterize an individual or group. Haueter, Macan, and Winter (2003) state the most 
commonly used survey item in quantitative research a restricted item includes a restricted 
number of answer options. Restricted items are often given with a Likert scale for 
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participants to respond. The main advantage of using restricted items is that the survey 
responses can be easily entered or coded for the purpose of statistical analysis. This style 
was chosen to conduct the research. The participants for this study came from ten high 
schools in the state of Mississippi who had witnessed substantial success in dropout 
prevention since 2010. From the 10 school leaders invited to participate in the survey, 
there were 10 respondents with a response rate of 100%. The 10 participants were 
selected to participate in the follow-up interview. Only five participants participated in 
the interview for a response rate of 50%. 
Additional information was gathered by the researcher through a review of 
written documents, such as dropout plans and dropout rate reports from the Mississippi 
Department of Education. The plans were analyzed for consistency in response to current 
practices being used in the participating schools.  
Significance of the Study 
The findings of this study may provide a foundation for improving dropout 
prevention programs in Mississippi high schools. High school principals and counselors 
could use this study to better guide their actions and future planning in dealing with at-
risk students. This study may aid districts in updating their current dropout plan to 
prioritize allocations for interventions that address the characteristics of recent dropouts. 
This study may also provide suggested strategies that are not currently in place that have 
proven to work in other areas with similar demographics.  This study may also be 
important to other districts struggling with a mandated Dropout Prevention/Graduation 
Completion Plan and high dropout rate. Most importantly, this study may provide school 
leaders with knowledge to help keep students enrolled in school, because earning a high 
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school diploma provides an opportunity for students to achieve their personal and 
professional goals.  
Delimitations of the Study  
This study only collected data from Mississippi high schools with a focus on 
dropout rates of high school students from 2010-2016. Findings for this study were 
limited to specific high schools with diverse student populations and different types of 
dropout prevention programs specific to the needs of their individual district. Another 
limitation of this study was that only school administrators and/or counselors 
participated. This study was limited to the perceptions of only 10 of the 151 high schools 
in the state of Mississippi. Each school was selected based on it having a 20% or higher 
district poverty rate based on Kids Count Data Center Publication 
(https://datacenter.kidscount.org), a student population of 1,000 or more students, and a 
positive change in dropout rates since 2010.  The study was meant to obtain perceptions 
of those schools who were making positive strides in dropout rates since 2010. The 
findings of this study were limited to the views of the principals and counselors working 
in the chosen school who participated in the study. Teachers, parents, or students’ 
perceptions were not included.  
Organization of Dissertation 
The dissertation consists of five chapters. The first chapter is the introduction of 
the problem investigated. It gives an in-depth overview of the problem and population to 
be studied. The second chapter will be a review of the literature used to help guide this 
study and present other research. The third chapter is a focus on the methods utilized to 
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conduct the research. The fourth chapter will provide the results and further discussion of 
the topic. The fifth chapter will provide further implications and conclusions, as well as, 





A REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 
The focus of this literature review is to provide scholarly context of research and 
publications regarding high school dropouts and prevention programs. It details what 
other researchers have discovered concerning why students drop out and what school 
leaders can do in order to encourage persistence in school. This chapter illustrates the 
dynamics concerned with the dilemma of dropping out and the need for implementing 
and assessing a plan of action to decrease dropout rates.  
Data show that graduation rates have improved for both the nation and 
Mississippi. This holds true for all ethnicities, as well as for males and females. In 2012, 
the nation reached, for the first time in history, the 80% threshold, up about 10% points 
from the beginning of the decade (NCES, 2012). According to Jerald (2006), the primary 
reason for improved graduation rates and the reasons for dropping out of high school 
have remained the same. These include primarily; having been retained one or more years 
in school, high absenteeism, family characteristics and issues related to poverty, and 
school experiences.  
The research literature for this study supports the research problem. The topics 
discussed in this chapter include the following:  the history and definition of a dropout, 
common dropout predictor variables, definitions of dropout prevention programs, the 
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Mississippi Dropout Prevention Program, early intervention and dropout prevention, and 
strategic planning.  
History and Definition of a Dropout 
Historically there are many ways to define a dropout. Dorn (1996, as noted in 
Gonzalez, Kennedy, & Julien, 2009) stated that the word dropout means a person 
“without a high school diploma” (p. 354). In addition, both the causes and solutions of 
the dropout problem existed as early as the 1940s and 1950s. During this period, there 
was no real consensus as to why students were dropping out of school. Yet, conservative 
and liberal authors agreed that students dropped out for a variety of reasons. Before 
dropping out could be labeled a problem, it was necessary that high school graduation be 
established as a norm in American Society. This norm was not established until after 
WWII in the 1940s and 1950s (Gonzalez, Kennedy, & Julien, 2009). 
Cervantes (1965, as noted in Gonzalez et al., 2009) predicted that the dropout 
problem would become more prevalent than it was in the early 1960s. He predicted that 
there would be a high proportion of gangsters, hoodlums, drug-addicted and government-
dependent prone, irresponsible, and illegitimate parents of the future if the dropout 
population were ignored by society. Gonzalez et al. (2009) reported that the National 
Education Association began a project on School Dropouts in 1961; the rationale for the 
project was best espoused by the director of the project and editor of several books 
produced by the project, Daniel Schreiber. Schreiber (as cited in Gonzalez et al, 2009) 
stated: “the United States…cannot afford to have almost one million youths drop out 
each year only to become unwanted and unemployed” (p. 5).  
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Since that time, other factors have led to a more specific definition of a dropout. 
In October 2003, the MDE (2007) utilized the Department of Education NCES to define 
a dropout as an individual who (a) was enrolled in school at some time during the 
previous school year, (b) was not enrolled in school at the beginning of the current school 
year, (c) has not graduated from high school or completed a state or district-approved 
educational program (GED program), (d) does not meet the following requirements: 
transferred, absent due to suspensions, absent due to school-approved illness, or absent 
because of a death (meaning the student died).  
Common Dropout Predictor Variables 
Dropping out is not something that occurs at a single point in time. A growing 
body of research suggests that dropping out is but the final stage in a dynamic and 
cumulative process of disengagement from school (Rumberger, 2004). Earlier research 
suggested that certain social and family backgrounds, such as being poor, minority, from 
single-parent family were associated with an increased risk of dropping out.  Other 
research has identified school-related factors associated with lower dropout rates, 
including high schools with smaller enrollments, more supportive teachers, positive 
relationships among students and school staff, and a more rigorous curriculum (Croninger 
& Lee, 2001).  
A single high school dropout can cost $260,000 in lost earnings and taxes over his 
or her lifetime (Bounds, 2006). In addition, dropouts are more like to be arrested or 
become pregnant while a teen (Sum, Khatiwada, McLaughlin, & Palma, 2008). Long-
Coleman (2009) emphasized the importance of examining dropout factors and their 
impact on grades and graduation rates. The importance for all stakeholders to accept 
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responsibility for tracking the data on all incoming and current high school students was 
emphasized. Long-Coleman (2009) found that as community-based schools attempt to 
battle dropouts and decreasing graduation rates, the warning signs should not be ignored. 
These warning signs or indicators include low grade-point averages and retention, ninth-
grade performance, attendance concerns, and disengagement in core classes. 
Academics, Retention, and Over-age Students 
Academic failure has been cited as one of the best known predictors of high 
school dropout (Princiotta & Reyna, 2009). According to Rumberger (2011), educational 
achievement depends heavily on both academic stability and academic performance. 
Academic failures damage a student’s ability to gain confidence and cause students to 
disengage from school in order to avoid embarrassment and maintain feelings of self-
worth (Griffin, 2002). Students who drop out tend to have low self-esteem and an 
external locus of control (Lan & Lanthier, 2003). This simply means that these students 
blame everyone else and outside forces for everything that is happening to them. Students 
who continually experience repeated failure in spite of their efforts also begin to feel they 
no longer have control over the outcome of their lives. These students’ motivation and 
performance become impaired.  
Since the 1960s, researchers have identified a relationship between retention in 
lower grades and dropping out (Kaplan & Luck, 1977). According to Mann (1986), 
students who are held back in the same grade or retained at least once are 45% more 
likely to drop out. Students who are held back for two grades are 90% more likely to drop 
out. Researchers have consistently found that grade retention is the most powerful 
predictor of dropping out at the individual level. Grade retention has been cited as one of 
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the strongest negative predictors of educational attainment (Ou & Reynolds, 2008). 
Although it is likely that some of the relationship between retention and dropping out can 
be explained by differences in school performance such as grades and attendance, 
Roderick (1993) found that even after statistically controlling for both background and 
school performance, those students who had repeated grades were substantially more 
likely to drop out than were those students who had never been retained.  
Students who are retained for two or more years become overage for the next 
grade. Being overage for grade stigmatizes students and may allow them the eligibility to 
leave school at the age of 16 years while still in middle school or already transitioning to 
high school (Roderick, 1993). For those students who are low achieving and already 
showing signs of disengagement, the immediate impact felt by retention may be a 
determining factor in their decision to drop out of school (Allensworth, 2005).  
Attendance 
Student attendance is a factor that affects the progress of individuals enrolled in 
high school. Long-Coleman (2009) pointed out that one to two weeks of absences per 
semester during the freshman year reduced the probability of graduating; and that 30% of 
students who enter high school as ninth graders will not graduate in four years. Generally, 
dropping out occurs after a pattern of chronic tardiness and poor attendance (Villarreal & 
Rodriguez, 2007).  
Since absenteeism in dropouts is a chronic and escalating pattern, it is important 
to address absenteeism in middle school. In one study, Gleason and Dynarski (2002) 
found that the risk factor associated with the highest dropout rates was high absenteeism 
in middle school. In a previous study, Barrington and Hendricks (2001) found that high 
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absenteeism in middle school was a predictive risk factor for the early identification of 
potential high school dropouts. Goldschmidt and Wang (1999) found that the middle 
school mean dropout rate decreased as attendance increased. This is true in high school as 
well, but the pattern begins in middle school.  
According to Sheldon and Epstein (2005), providing incentives and awards for 
student attendance proved to be effective in reducing chronic absenteeism. Informing 
parents of school policies and expectations proved to be the least effective, but most 
frequently used, method. 
Gender and Ethnicity 
Differences among gender groups and ethnicity groups are known factors to 
contribute to high school dropouts. First, according to Kaufman, Alt, and Chapman 
(2001), revealed that boys drop out of school only slightly more than girls. Bridgeland et 
al. (2006) found male students drop out because they become more disengaged from 
school than females. Male students drop out to help at home or to get a job at a higher 
rate than do female students, and female students drop out more often due to pregnancy 
issues than other issues. Temple, Reynolds, and Miedel (2000) found that female students 
were more likely to continue school than male students when facing risk factors for 
becoming a high school dropout. 
Unlike by gender, there are differences in overall dropout rates by ethnicity. 
According to NCES (2017), data revealed that Black population subgroups are more 
likely to dropout than Hispanic and White population subgroups. Mississippi’s Black 
population subgroup had a 78.9% graduation rate, whereas the Hispanic population’s 
graduation rate was 82% and White population was 85.9% (NCES, 2017).  
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Hickman, Bartholomew, and Mathwig (2008) indicated that dropouts were 
significantly more likely to be non-White in comparison with graduates. The authors also 
indicated that there did not appear to be a significant difference in family structure, 
socioeconomic status, number of siblings nor number of children. However, there did 
appear to be significant differences in juvenile arrest records, with dropouts having a 
greater pattern of juvenile probation.  
Griffin (2002) focused on the relationship between student academics and school 
completion in minority group through a cross-sectional, random sample of high school 
students (Grades 9-12). It was hypothesized that the relationship between a student’s 
academics and the student’s persistence would differ across ethnic groups. It was further 
expected that the GPA would be a stronger predictor for remaining in school for Asian 
and White students than for Black and Hispanic students. The hypothesis was confirmed, 
illustrating a statistically significant interaction effect for GPA and race such that GPA 
was a weaker predictor of school persistence for both African American and Hispanic 
students in comparison to Asian and White students. This finding supports the literature 
on student academics and suggests that African American and Hispanic students tend to 
place less importance on academic achievement than either Asian or White students. 
Family Income 
The strongest predictors that a student is likely to drop out are family 
characteristics such as socioeconomic status, family structure, family stress (death, 
divorce, family moves), and the mother’s age. Students who come from low-income 
families; who are the children of single, young, unemployed mothers; or who have 
experienced high degrees of family stress are more likely than other students to drop out 
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of school. Of those characteristics, low socioeconomic status has been shown to bear the 
strongest relationship to students’ tendency to drop out (Ritter, 2015). NCES reported in 
2012 that the dropout rate of students living in low-income families was greater than the 
rate of their peers from high-income families (5.9% versus 1.3%).  
According to Swanson and Chaplin (2003), academic achievement disparities by 
family income influence who does and does not graduate on time. Using eligibility for 
free or reduced-price school meals as a proxy, low-income students in eighth grade score 
lower than non-low-income students on the National Assessment of Education Progress 
(NAEP) mathematics, reading, and science tests. The same data collection system shows 
low-income eighth graders are more than 40% more likely to have had three or more 
absences in the past month. This data set also shows that poor children in kindergarten 
through third grade are more than twice as likely to have an individualized education plan 
for special education needs.  
Rumberger (2011) states it is likely that children and students living in poverty 
will drop out of school and continue the poverty cycle. Child poverty is rampant in the 
U.S., with more than 20% of school-age children living in poor families. According to 
NCES (2017), poverty rates for Black and Hispanic families are three times the rates for 
White families. Rumberger also states that family poverty is associated with a number of 
adverse conditions including high mobility and homelessness, hunger and food 
insecurity, parents who are in jail or absent, domestic violence, drug abuse, and other 
problems. These impacts likely lead to dropping out, low achievement, chronic 
absenteeism and misbehavior, and poor behaviors and attitudes.   
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Student and Adult Connections 
Corninger and Lee (2001) found that students with low levels of social capital had 
a higher probability of dropping out of school regardless of other factors related to 
academic risk; they concluded that “positive social relationships, can created powerful 
incentives to attend school, even when schoolwork is difficult and classroom expectations 
are troublesome” (p. 551). Increasing student attachment to valued adults in school helps 
reduce student alienation, disaffection, and subsequently dropping out of school. 
Corninger and Lee (2001) concluded that teachers are an important source of social 
capital for students and teacher-based forms of social capital reduce the probability of 
dropping out by nearly half. 
Corbett and Wilson (1998) noted that dropouts connect their memories of a good 
year in school to the attributes of teachers. Educators in these schools believe that the 
interactions between adults and students build on mutual respect (Corninger & Lee, 
2001). Thus, caring adults are critical to the academic success of at-risk students.  
Although some dropout prevention programs succeed, Rumberger (2004) found 
little political action in the United States to expand or duplicate successful programs or to 
fund the addition of school staff members to work intensively with students at risk of 
dropping out. Rumberger (2004) cautioned that “we can't expect teachers who are 
teaching 150 kids or schools that have one counselor for every 600 students to really 
adequately address the needs of all their kids. The point is to make connections, giving 
more time, and giving more support to kids who need it” (p. 4). 
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Definitions of Dropout Prevention Programs 
The research literature suggests that multiple definitions exist for dropout 
prevention programs, sometimes described as recovery programs. In a review of 
intervention programs, Prevatt and Kelly (2003) defined dropout prevention programs to 
include early intervention programs, supplemental in-school programs and out-of-school 
enhancement programs, alternative education programs, and alternative education 
schools. They also note that recovery programs include both alternative programs and 
alternative schools. Prevatt and Kelly (2003) explained that educators place many of the 
dropout prevention programs in schools and communities rather than in a location outside 
the community to help at-risk students complete their high school education. For 
example, educators who work in early intervention programs often place these programs 
in schools where administrators and counselors monitor them to make sure students are 
receiving the attention they need to graduate. Some of these early interventions may 
include credit recovery programs, counseling services for students who are at risk for 
academic failure, and individual parent and teacher conferences.  
Prevatt and Kelly (2003) defined supplemental in-school programs as programs 
designed to work in combination with regular education programs. In addition, Prevatt 
and Kelly (2003) described out-of-school enhancement programs as after-school 
programs. They also noted that alternative education programs generally offer activities 
during the school day or after school. Many of these alternative education programs offer 
classes in the afternoon for at-risk students. Alternative education schools, on the other 
hand, provide comprehensive opportunities for at-risk students to graduate by helping 
them focus on both their individual social needs and academic requirements. Educators 
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often open these alternative education schools in locations that are separate from other 
schools in the district.  
For the current study, dropout prevention programs will be defined as early 
interventions that keep students in school (United State Department of Education, 2008). 
Educators also defined dropout programs in this state as programs that are available to at-
risk students in both comprehensive and alternative high schools. These dropout 
prevention programs offer curricular and instructional innovations that provide individual 
students with the necessary time and help to achieve success in standards-based 
programs, where challenging initiatives set by the district and state boards drive curricula 
and instructional practice. In addition, these dropout prevention programs include teacher 
support systems that provide opportunities for faculty input required to implement 
ambitious changes.  
Mississippi Dropout Prevention Program 
The Mississippi Office of Dropout Prevention (MDE, 2007) was created in July 
2006 as a result of the increase in accountability for schools. The qualifications and 
responsibilities for direction, date for implementation of dropout prevention programs, 
and legislative intent was also established in Mississippi. The Mississippi Office of 
Dropout Prevention is responsible for the administration of the statewide dropout 
prevention program and any regulation or polices pertaining to dropout prevention. It was 
the intent of the Mississippi legislature, through the statewide dropout prevention 
programs, to allow each school district to mold its dropout prevention plan to meet the 
unique needs of that district and decrease the state dropout rate. 
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The state of Mississippi’s Dropout Prevention Plan (MDE, 2007) consists of three 
goals:  to reduce the state dropout rate by 50% by 2012-2013, to reduce the statewide 
truancy rate by 50% by 2012-2013, and to increase the graduation rate for Grades 9 
through 12 to 85% by the 2018-2019 school year. The Office of Dropout Prevention is 
also responsible for establishing graduation rate benchmarks for each 2 year period from 
the 2008-2009 school year through the 2018-2019 school year to serve as guidelines for 
the graduation rate increase. 
The Office of Dropout Prevention (2009) required each school district in the state 
to create its own dropout prevention plan as well as assemble a team to implement the 
plan. The plan from the MDE was a skeletal model for each district to complete and 
submit. Each school district was required to utilize interventions, methods of instruction, 
tutoring, real-world learning practices, and mentoring and tutoring programs; each 
separate school district was to carry out their written dropout prevention plan as 
submitted to the state.   
The district’s dropout prevention team was designed to work as a school-
community partnership and included other stakeholders from local businesses, faith-
based organizations and the community at large. Revisions to this plan have been made 
and individual school plans have been mandated to focus on the following issues (but not 
limited to):  (a) Dropout prevention initiatives that focus on the needs of individual local 
education agencies; (b) establishing policies and procedures that meet the needs of the 
districts; (c) focusing on student-centered goals and objectives that are measurable; (d) 
strong emphasis on reducing the retention rates in grades kindergarten, first, and second; 
(e) targeting subgroups that need additional assistance to meet graduation requirements; 
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and (f) dropout recovery initiatives that focus on students age 17 through 21 who dropped 
out of school (MDE, 2016).   
Early Intervention and Dropout Prevention 
Fuerst and Fuerst (1993) stated interventions must begin early in a student’s 
educational career in order to be successful. As students accumulate more risk factors, 
intervention programs are less likely to be successful. Suh and Suh (2007) stated 
intervention programs should target younger students who have accumulated fewer risk 
factors. If interventions are not attempted until high school, students are more likely 
become high school dropouts. In one dropout prevention study, Temple et al. (2000) 
found that students who were identified as being at risk, but continued their education, 
participated in some type of intervention program relatively early in their academic 
career. 
Gleason and Dynarksi (2002) stated educators must identify students using the 
correct risk factors. Even the best intervention programs will be unsuccessful in 
decreasing the dropout rate if they identify students who are not likely to drop out. The 
intervention program must address risk factors that can be controlled and changed. 
Interventions cannot address factors beyond most organizations’ control such as parental 
educational attainment, family configuration, educational setting, gender, or 
socioeconomic status. These risk factors are fixed. Interventions should be used to 
determine which students should be targeted for early intervention programs (Fitzpatrick 
& Yoels, 1992). Lehr et al. (2004) identified that intervention must address the 
disengagement process and the causes of it. 
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A quality intervention program will teach students skills and strategies that can be 
used to meet the academic, behavioral, and psychological demands of attending school 
(Lehr et al., 2004). Intervention programs should address every aspect of home and 
school which could cause a student to leave school prematurely.  According to Villarreal 
and Rodriguez (2007), intervention programs should provide parents with training on 
how to become more involved in their child’s education. This aspect of the intervention 
process helps to foster positive relationships between student, the school staff, families, 
and the community. Interventions can also address instructional quality and delivery 
through tutoring (Lehr et al., 2004). Quality interventions address disengagement by 
encouraging students to participate in extracurricular activities such as sports in order to 
build a sense of belonging. Such programs increase a student’s chance to having success, 
and with it the likelihood that students will stay in school (Lehr et al., 2004).  
Resources from the National Dropout Prevention Center, NDPC (n.d.) included 
an extensive list of effective strategies schools and communities should explore to 
prevent students from dropping out of school. Shargel and Smink (2001) developed a list 
of what they consider to be effective strategies that have the most positive impact on high 
school graduation. The list included:  
 Family Engagement: cited as providing a direct, positive effect on children’s 
achievement and as the most accurate predictor of a student’s success in school. 
 Early Childhood Education:  birth to five interventions that will enhance brain 
development.  These early interventions should be followed by the best possible 
classroom instruction through the early primary grades.  
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 Early Literacy Development: early interventions to help low-achieving students 
recognize reading and writing skills as the foundation for effective learning in all 
subjects.  
 Mentoring/Tutoring: Mentoring is described as a one-on-one caring and 
supportive relationship between a mentor and a mentee that is based on trust.  
Tutoring, also one-on-one, focuses on academics.  
 Service-Learning: promotes personal and social growth, career development, and 
civic responsibility. Service-learning connects meaningful community service 
experiences with academic learning.  
 Alternative Schooling: to provide potential dropouts with options that can lead to 
graduation.  Programs should focus on each student's social needs as well as 
academic requirements for a high school diploma.  
 After-School Opportunities: after-school and summer enhancement programs to 
address information loss and inspire interest in a variety of areas, and help fill the 
afternoon gap time with constructive and engaging activities.  
 Professional Development: teachers who work with youth at high risk of 
academic failure need support as well as avenues to develop skills and techniques, 
and learn about innovative strategies.  
 Active Learning: as educators show students there are different ways to learn, 
students find new and creative ways to solve problems, achieve success, and 
become lifelong learners.  
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 Educational Technology: technology provides some of the best opportunities to 
engage students in authentic learning and provides viable ways to address 
individual student learning styles.  
 Individualized Instruction: a student’s unique interests and past learning 
experiences should be considered when developing individualized instructional 
programs.  These individualized programs should allow for flexibility in teaching 
methods and motivational strategies.   
Schargel and Smink (2001) also noted strategies to prevent and recover dropouts.  
The nine characteristics to prevent and recover dropouts identified are:  
1. Clear and shared focus  
2. High standards and expectations for all students  
3. Effective school leadership  
4. High levels of collaboration and communication  
5. Curriculum, instruction, and assessments aligned with state standards  
6. Frequent monitoring of learning and teaching  
7. Focused professional development  
8. Supportive learning environment  
9. High level of family and community involvement.  
Strategic Planning 
Definitions of strategic planning vary from being almost formulaic to being 
mostly open-ended and inspirational. These variations may stem in part from the way one 
looks at strategic planning as being a leadership tool, a system process, or a style of 
management. Some researchers of strategic planning focus on models that describe a 
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tool. The tool usually has discrete steps and elements, encompasses the whole system, 
and is vested in the leadership of the organization (Boyle, 2001; Cook, 2000; Hambright 
& Diamantes, 2004). Other researchers describe strategic planning as a process. The 
process may incorporate phases such as strategy development from which strategic 
implementation comes as the process enters a discrete implementation phase (Cook, 
2004). Some argue strategic planning is ultimately about a distinctive management style 
of thinking strategically as part of the norms or culture of the organization (Fullan, 2001; 
Owens & Valesky, 2007). 
The following three research studies are part of the knowledge base this study 
uses to address planning. The studies similarly ask the questions: Are school districts 
using strategic planning tools? Are the tools producing positive results? What are the 
barriers to the effective use of strategic planning in school districts?  
First, Moxley’s (2003) study examined the use of strategic planning in 180 school 
districts in the states of Florida, Georgia, South Carolina, Tennessee, Kentucky, and 
Mississippi. The author also inquired into the superintendents’ perceptions of the 
effectiveness of strategic planning. The analysis utilized 129 completed surveys. The key 
findings were that 84.5% of the school districts had a current strategic plan, and 94.4% of 
the 34 superintendents agreed that as a result of strategic planning district resources were 
more efficiently utilized. The same number of superintendents reported that strategic 
planning was a valuable process. In addition, 90.7% of the superintendents stated that the 
educational leaders in their school district valued strategic planning as a profitable 
exercise. Using a frequency distribution, Moxely (2003) determined that the common 
components were vision, mission, goal-setting, strategies, action plans, progress 
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measures, implementation, and evaluation. Moxely (2003) concluded that a 
“comprehensive strategic plan is needed to provide specific focus and direction for the 
district as nothing can be left to chance” (p. 137) in meeting the high performance 
standards being mandated with continually declining funds. The author recommended 
further research in other parts of the United States to validate the findings in the study.  
Ward-Bovee (1999) researched the impact of strategic planning on learner 
outcomes utilizing the 1997 Ohio’s designated criteria for assessing the effectiveness of 
its school districts. Using a survey, the author determined which districts used strategic 
planning and the degree to which the planned efforts were implemented. The study used 
the 340 surveys returned out of the 611 sent to districts. A majority of the school districts 
(230), reported being involved in strategic planning, 67.5% of those on a continuous 
basis. The study grouped the school districts based on similarities, and 49 districts who 
reported using strategic planning were compared to 49 similar districts that did not use 
strategic planning. Four years of learner outcomes as specified in the state mandate were 
statistically analyzed. The variances between the mean scores of outcomes for dropout 
rates, attendance rates, and passage rates for the proficiency tests were analyzed. The 
results revealed a numerically higher score for school districts using strategic planning. 
Ward-Bovee (1999) argued that strategic planning can assist in meeting critical 
challenges facing school districts by building a sense of community and promoting the 
district to the community by providing the “groundwork to establish participative 
decision-making by the stakeholders of the district” (p. 99). Numerous benefits were 
identified by the districts using strategic planning as a tool to create greater awareness of 
the district’s need and to prioritize and organize resources of time, money, and people.  
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McHenry and Achilles (2002) studied the use of planning models in 81 school 
districts in South Carolina. They determined how many of the districts were conducting 
some type of systematic planning, how many were preparing adequate program-
management documents, and what key planning components were absent in the current 
plans of K – 12 school districts. A survey was sent to each school district and 27 were 
returned. In addition, a qualitative analysis using a questionnaire and phone solicitations 
was done to determine the superintendent’s impression of the planning process within his 
or her respective district. McHenry and Achilles (2002) concluded that “there clearly is a 
lack of understanding of the elements of planning, whether strategic or long-range” (p. 
12). Superintendents reported that they were confused and frustrated by the state-
mandated requirements of accountability and planning. McHenry and Achilles (2002) 
reported the lack of understanding was fostered by several factors, specifically the 
inadequate preparation and training of district superintendents and the supporting staffs. 
The authors argued, “There exist certain inefficiencies in district-level education that can 
be traced both directly and indirectly to this almost universal lack of adequate planning” 
(p. 12).  
Although the studies vary in target populations at the state or regional levels, they 
do consistently argue that strategic planning in school districts is needed. The authors 
argue that the lack of use by school districts stems from confusion over what strategic 
planning is and the lack of preparation of the key stakeholders and participants in the 
skills to use the process. The authors concluded a lack of strategic planning negatively 
impacts school district and student learning outcomes in many ways and specifically in 
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the efficient use and effective allocation of scare resources in a proactive, rather than a 
reactive, way.  
Summary of Literature Review 
Several implications can be drawn from the research literature about who drops 
out of school and why. According to the findings, strong predictors of students dropping 
out were the student’s lack of academic progress, attendance and behavioral issues at 
school, the student’s family income status, and the student’s experience in school with 
connecting to the adults. According to several authors in this review, if the risk factors 
are identified early enough, schools can have a greater impact on the success of student 
learning and a decrease in the number of students dropping out. However, identifying the 
risks is only part of the solution.  
Rumberger (2004) suggested that education outcomes should measure dropout 
rates over time because disengagement aligns with the same measurement. From this 
point of view, Rumberger (2004) argued that at-risk students in elementary school 
present warning signs of dropping out of school. However, schools have time to present 
interventions to these at-risk students if noticed early. 
Fuerst and Fuerst (1993) identified a strong need for the implementation of 
prevention programs that should be sustained to help students find a means of success in 
public schools. By the passage of NCLB, that had not been done, and dropout rates 
reached a crisis level. Since that time, dropout rates at the national level have improved. 
However, Mississippi remains one of the poorest-performing states with regard to student 
persistence (Fuerst & Fuerst, 1993). Therefore, further educational research and 
publication must be done. Addressing dropout prevention through effective 
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implementation of a plan with all key stakeholders can have a great impact on a school’s 
success. This issue, if not addressed, will have serious repercussions for the public school 




THE METHOD OF THE STUDY 
The purpose of this study was to examine schools that have seen substantial 
success in dropout prevention since 2010. This study further examined how high school 
administrators and counselors who work with dropout prevention plans encouraging 
students who are at risk for academic failure to complete high school. The state of 
Mississippi Dropout Prevention/Graduation Completion Plan was implemented as a 
mandate to decrease the number of students who were dropping out by identifying the 
characteristics of those students and developing strategies to be implemented at each 
school within the district.  
To determine the dropout prevention strategies that had an impact on dropout rate 
conditions, the researcher first examined the perceptions that high school administrators 
and school counselors hold concerning the reasons that students who are at risk for 
academic failure dropped out of school. Then the study explored strategies in which these 
administrators worked with students to prevent dropping out.  
This chapter describes the methodology and procedures utilized to conduct this 
study. This chapter includes the following sections: research design, research questions, 
research context or site, participants, instrumentation, data collection, procedures 





Qualitative methods can serve as a bridge for quantitative research by identifying 
factors that can be examined in the future with statistical approaches (Merriam, 2002). 
Typically, quantitative research seeks generalization and use large samples of participants 
(Creswell, 2009). Unlike quantitative investigators, qualitative researchers are not 
necessarily interested in generalizations because of its open-ended nature and approach to 
exploration. Qualitative approaches seek to gain an understanding of the characteristics 
regarding the phenomenon being examined and use words rather than numbers to explain 
the event (Tashkkori & Teddlie, 2010). 
Qualitative research does not entail gathering predefined variables by distant 
researchers, but rather allows the emergence of themes to be explored by the inquirer, the 
one who is typically used as the primary tool for collecting data (Merriam, 2002). Also, 
through that open-ended approach researchers are able to gain knowledge from events 
examined that were not previously considered. With such goals in mind, choosing a 
qualitative research design is best determined by the types of data that are being collected 
and the intent of the research (Creswell, 2009; Hatch, 2002). There are many different 
ways in which qualitative research can occur: ethnography, grounded theory, narrative 
research, phenomenology, and case study approaches (Hatch, 2002). Because this study 
is not generating or extending theory, grounded theory was not applicable to this study. 
However, other qualitative approaches such as narrative research and case studies were 
considered (Creswell, 2007; Hatch, 2002). This study used a descriptive case study to 
present responses collected and answer the research questions.  
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In order to investigate the research questions of this study, a qualitative, 
descriptive case study design (Yin, 2003) was employed. By collecting qualitative data 
the researcher was able to explore the perceptions of administrators and counselors 
regarding the success of their dropout data and how they used their dropout prevention 
programs to help students persist through graduation. 
Another design that were utilized in this study was a survey research design. The 
survey research design specifically refers to the use of surveys to quantify, describe, or 
characterize an individual or group. Haueter, Macan, and Winter (2003) stated the most 
commonly used survey item in quantitative research, called a restricted item, includes a 
restricted number of answer options, and that type item was used in this study. Restricted 
items are often given with a Likert scale to which participants respond. The main 
advantage of using restricted items is that the survey responses can easily be entered or 
coded for the purpose of statistical analysis.  
Another analysis that was used is descriptive research. According to Lomax 
(2013) descriptive research describes information collected without changing the 
environment. A descriptive study can provide information about the naturally-occurring 
health status, behavior, attitudes or other characteristics of a particular group. This type of 
research recognized trends and patterns in data, but it does not go so far in its analysis to 
prove causes for these observed patterns (Lomax, 2013). An analysis of the MDE 
Dropout/Graduation Rates were reviewed along with high school dropout prevention 




The overarching research question that guided this study was: Among schools that 
have seen a decline in dropout data, which dropout prevention practices are most 
effective at reducing the dropout rate? 
The following sub-questions guided this study: 
1. What are the perceptions of high school administrators and counselors concerning 
reasons for dropping out? 
2. What are the perceptions of high school administrators and counselors concerning 
strategies to prevent dropping out? 
3. Based on your perception, how have the dropout plans and specific prevention 
strategies reduced the number of dropouts? 
4. What similarities and differences in both perceptions and strategies have led to 
decreased dropout rates? 
Participants 
The participants for this study came from 10 high schools in the state of 
Mississippi who had witnessed substantial success in dropout prevention since 2010. The 
participants were invited to participate in the survey, there were 10 respondents with a 
response rate of 100%. The 10 participants were selected to participate in the follow-up 
interview. Only five participants participated in the interview for a response rate of 50%. 
Each school was selected based on it having a 20% or higher district poverty rate 
based on Kids Count Data Center Publication (https://datacenter.kidscount.org), a student 
population of 1,000 or more students, and a positive change in dropout rates since 2010.  
The demographic information collected from each school revealed there were six 
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principals, three assistant principals, and one counselor responding to the survey. The 
total years at their current school ranged from three participants with 1-3 years of 
experience, three participants with 4-6 years of experience, one participant with 7-9 years 
of experience, and three participants with 10 or more years of experience.  
Names of these individuals were obtained through the State Department of 
Education Directory. Participants were given the consent forms for online surveys, which 
were completed through an online survey database, Survey Monkey. The researcher 
followed up with those who consented to participate and asked a series of interview 
questions that aimed at answering the primary research questions. These interviews were 
recorded for the sole purpose of transcribing responses to use later for analysis with the 
survey. All recordings were deleted immediately after transcribing along with any names 
used during data collection.  
In order to protect participants’ privacy and identification, no school names were 
used and no individual names were used. The information obtained was not used to 
compromise any individual in any way. The surveys utilized were coded and the 
information gained from the surveys were general in nature. Further, the information 
obtained provided positive information on successful strategies to lower dropout rates. 
Instrumentation 
Survey and Interview Questions 
This study used a survey and interview questions that were developed to align 
with the research questions for this study. This study utilized survey questions from 
Understanding why students drop out of high school (Dalton, Glennie, Ingles & Wirt, 
2009). Previously, these questions have been administered by NCES. The survey used 
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included a total of 11 survey questions with nine of the questions being multiple choice 
and the last two questions were open-ended questions. The survey questions asked the 
participant's role in the school, years of experience, awareness of their dropout prevention 
program, their community type, and any comments they wished to share regarding 
dropout prevention (see Appendix C). The survey took participants 3-5 minutes to 
complete. An online survey database (Survey Monkey) gathered and organized 
participant responses to questions. In addition, data from MDE were used to obtain 
dropout rates and demographics of students in public school districts in 2010-2016. This 
allowed the researcher to select schools with the necessary characteristics.   
Participants were asked to participate in a follow-up interview. The interview 
consisted of 13 open-ended questions (see Appendix D). These questions were designed 
according to recommendations by Merriam (2002) about how to conduct effective 
interviews for qualitative research. Merriam (2002) noted,  
Asking good questions is key to getting meaningful data. Interview questions 
can ask for experience, opinions, feelings, knowledge, sensory, or demographic 
data. Hypothetical, devil’s advocate, ideal position, and interpretive questions 
can also be used to elicit good data, while multiple and leading questions, as 
well as questions yielding yes-and-no answers, should be avoided. (p. 114) 
These interview questions addressed the participant’s perception of the primary 
reasons for students dropping out in Mississippi’s high schools and the strategies they 
used to improve dropout rates.   These questions were asked over the telephone and 
recorded, transcribed, and used for analysis of the research questions. The interview took 




Yin (2009) argued that six sources of evidence are commonly used in case 
studies: documentation, archival records, interviews, direct observations, participant 
observations, and physical artifacts. In addition to the participant’s responses from 
surveys and interviews, this survey used documentation and archival records. Yin (2009) 
noted that documentation included letters, email correspondence, notes, agendas, minutes 
of meetings, administrative documents such as proposals and progress reports, formal 
studies or evaluations, and news clippings.  
Dropout prevention plans from each participants’ school and historical data from 
MDE’s yearly dropout reports for all high schools were used. The MDE required school 
administrators and leadership teams to develop dropout prevention plans for their 
schools. The purpose of these dropout prevention plans was to develop and implement 
strategies that have the most positive impact on the student dropout rate. School 
administrators and leadership teams were responsible for developing specific strategies in 
relation to school and community collaboration, safe learning environments, early 
interventions with family engagement, early childhood education, mentoring and 
tutoring, service learning, alternative schooling, after-school opportunities, professional 
development, educational technology, and career and technology education.  
Research Procedures 
Prior to data collection, permission was obtained from Mississippi State 
University Institutional Review Board (IRB). The names of principals and counselors 
from the 10 schools that were identified as showing significant improved dropout rates 
from 2010-2016 came from existing data from the Mississippi Department of Education 
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Accountability System District Graduation and Dropout Rates report. Using the criteria 
for selection, these were the schools that meet the criteria of having a 20% or higher 
district poverty rate based on Kids Count Data Center Publication 
(https://datacenter.kidscount.org), a student population of 1,000 or more students, and a 
positive change in dropout rates since 2010.  
During this study, names were not used at any time during or after analysis of the 
documents; only the analysis data were used to answer the research questions. The 
researcher also collected 10 dropout prevention plans from the schools and analyzed with 
rubric given by MDE and according to the expectations of the state of Mississippi 
Dropout Prevention/Graduation Completion Plan guidelines. These plans were obtained 
online.  
In addition, the researcher used an online survey database (Survey Monkey) to 
collect data from 10 schools implementing dropout prevention programs. Invitation 
letters and consent forms were sent by email to 10 high schools located in Mississippi. 
Each participant was contacted by email, informed of the purpose of the study and asked 
to participate. Email addresses for these 10 participants were obtained from the MDE 
database or school websites. The participants were sent a survey link online using 
surveymonkey.com and given specific instructions along with the consent agreement 
form (see Appendix B). They then received a follow-up phone call so the researcher 
could conduct a phone interview to obtain each participant’s perception of what strategies 
contributed the most in lowering their dropout rates. The research questions were then 




Data were collected from surveys, interviews, and existing dropout plans from 
each school. A Likert rating scale was employed for collecting participant responses to 
each survey question. The study used descriptive research stats to present an analysis of 
the survey data in summary tables by showing the participants’ responses in percentages. 
The follow-up interview provided the researcher the opportunity to gain an understanding 
of the administrator’s or counselor’s perception in implementing successful dropout 
prevention programs in his or her high school.  
Another analysis of the data established from the dropout prevention plans and 
dropout rates obtained from 2010-2016 MDE website. This information was another 
interpretation to help answer the research questions.  
Threats to Validity 
Threats to both external validity and internal validity were considered. The 
possibility of threats to external validity of this study could have occurred because of 
participant bias in their responses to the survey as a result of the information being 
shared.  This threat was minimal because of the selected schools were chosen because of 
their success. It was actually an honor to be chosen for this study. By showing these 
school leaders that their information was being used to share with all schools in 
Mississippi (without their names or schools tied to any data), the threat of bias was 
minimized. The electronic delivery of the survey precluded any coercion from the 
researcher or other sources. Only school cohort data were utilized, so no individual 
student, school, or administrator’s name was mentioned. No additional data outside the 




In summary, this chapter presented the design used to conduct this study and the 
rationale for that design. The method of data collection involved surveys, interviews, and 
documents. The survey and interview questions helped to frame the perceptions of school 
leaders who participated in the study as data to describe strategies and practices used to 
improve dropout rates. The research was conducted in an ethical manner by complying 
with the Mississippi State University IRB guidelines to ensure validity and reliability.  
The responses obtained from the participants provided information that addressed the 
research questions and key components for a successful dropout prevention program 
emerged: community collaboration, leadership development, teaching and learning 





THE RESULTS OF THE STUDY 
The purpose of this chapter is to provide an analysis of the data collected from the 
surveys and interviews conducted with high school administrators in the state of 
Mississippi. The data consisted of responses to surveys returned by ten Mississippi high 
school principals, assistant principals, and counselors, along with interviews from five 
Mississippi high school principals. This chapter includes an introduction to the study, 
description of participants, description of the data collection, results of analysis, and a 
summary. The survey data and interview data were presented in an organized fashion that 
follows each research question. Within each section, tables are used to illustrate the data. 
The tables provide the results from the surveys that were used in the study.  
This study utilized data collected and analyzed from surveys and interviews in 
order to determine answers to the following research questions:  
1. What are the perceptions of high school administrators and counselors concerning 
reasons for dropping out? 
2. What are the perceptions of high school administrators and counselors concerning 
strategies to prevent dropping out? 
3. Based on your perception, how have the dropout plans and specific prevention 
strategies reduced the number of dropouts? 
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4. What similarities and differences in both perception and strategies have led to 
decreased dropout rates? 
These questions help answer the overarching research question:  Among schools 
that have seen a decline in dropout data, which dropout prevention practices are 
correlated with dropout rate conditions? 
Participants 
The participants for this study came from 10 high schools in the state of 
Mississippi who had witnessed substantial success in dropout prevention since 2010. 
From the 10 principals invited to participate in the survey, there were 10 respondents 
with a response rate of 100%. The 10 participants were selected to participate in the 
follow-up interview. Only five participants participated in the interview for a response 
rate of 50%. 
Each school was selected based on it having a 20% or higher district poverty rate 
based on Kids Count Data Center Publication (https://datacenter.kidscount.org), a student 
population of 1,000 or more students, and a positive change in dropout rates since 2010.  
The demographic information collected from each school revealed there were six 
principals, three assistant principals, and one counselor responding to the survey. The 
total years at their current school ranged from three participants with 1-3 years of 
experience, three participants with 4-6 years of experience, one participant with 7-9 years 
of experience, and only three participants with 10 or more years of experience. 
Demographic information regarding the role, years of experience, and community type is 




Table 1  
 
Demographics of Participants (N=10) 
                       N                Percentage 
 
Participant’s Position/Role   
Principal 6 60% 
Assistant Principal 3 30% 
Counselors 1 10% 
 
Total 10 100% 
   
Participant’s Total Years at Current School 
1 – 3 years 3 30% 
4 – 6 years 3 30% 
7 – 9 years 1 10% 
10 or more years 3 30% 
 
Total 10 100% 
   
Participant’s Community Type 
City 4 40% 
Suburban 1 10% 
Town 2 20% 
Rural 3 30% 
 
Total 10 100% 
 
There were a total of nine administrators and one counselor who participated. The survey 
revealed that only three participants had been in their schools for more than 10 years, 
while seven had been in their schools less than nine years. The community type in which 
the school is located varied with four in the city, one in the suburbs, two in a town, and 




Survey and Interview Questions 
The survey used a Likert scale, which measured levels of awareness, amount of 
usage, and agreement according to the scale response anchors (Merriam, 2002). The 
survey collected demographic information along with seven additional questions that 
addressed two of the four original research questions being asked. The survey questions 
used in this study were a creation of an instrument that utilized elements from the survey 
Understanding why students drop out of high school (Dalton et al., 2009). This survey 
has typically been administered by NCES. The following survey questions were asked: 
1. What is your current position/role? 
2. How many total years have you been a school principals or a school administrator 
at your current school? 
3. Are you aware of a specific dropout prevention program for your school? 
4. What is your community type 
5. How often does your school provide professional development for teachers on 
teaching and learning for students? 
6. How often does your school provide leadership development for administrators 
and other school leaders? 
7. Is there evidence of collaborative partnerships between the school, school district, 
parents, and community? 
8. Are there processes in place in your school or program to encourage students to 
attend school regularly? 
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9. How often do you believe your school or program refers to the dropout prevention 
plan? 
10. What programs are in place at your school to address the risk factors of potential 
dropouts? 
11. Please provide any additional comments in regards to dropout prevention.  
After the survey the researcher developed and used follow-up interview questions. 
The following interview questions were asked: 
1. What do you believe to be three primary reasons for dropping out of school? 
2. In what ways do you promote collaboration among teachers, counselors, and 
administrators to encourage persistence in school? 
3. Do you collaborate with parents or community members in any way? If so, how? 
4. Does your dropout prevention plan specifically address collaboration among 
stakeholders? If so, how? 
5. Are there specific ways you promote leadership in a way that decreases dropout 
rates? If so, what are they and how are/were they chosen? 
6. Do you have specific professional development activities designed to improve 
dropout rates? If so, what are they and how are/were they chosen? 
7. How do administrators hold teachers and staff accountable for student learning, 
engagement and retention rates? 
8. What strategies contribute most to improved dropout rates? 
9. What instructional strategies promote to improved dropout rates? 
10. How often do staff members meet specifically in order to solve problems related 
to dropout rates? 
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11. What supports or initiatives have been provide by the district (or state) that 
contributes to your school’s success in reducing dropout rates? 
12. In what ways could the district (or state) better support your dropout prevention 
plan? 
13. What do you believe to be the 3 primary ways to prevent students from dropping 
out in your school (or school district)? 
Each participant chose the date and time for the interview that best fit his or her 
schedule. Five participants failed to call back or keep their appointment. The participants 
did not have prior knowledge of the interview questions that were asked. The participants 
were only aware of the topic as it related to the survey. All interviews were conducted 
over the phone and lasted approximately 25-30 minutes. After obtaining information 
from each participant’s responses, clear themes from the interviews helped answer the 
research questions.  
Documents 
According to Smink and Reimer (2005), an effective high school dropout 
prevention plan consists of four main categories. These categories include school and 
community involvement, early interventions, basic core strategies, and quality 
instructional time. Other studies suggest that a good high school dropout prevention plan 
focused on personal initiative, student academics, has family outreach programs, school 
structure, and work related programs (Carter & Healey, 2012). The NDPC recognized 
several preventive tactics that have had an influence on high school graduation rates. 
Some of the strategies of NDPC included mentoring and tutoring programs, service 
learning programs, alternative schooling, and career and technical education for students 
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and professional development for teachers. There are a variety of options that can be 
included in a dropout prevention plan. Several research studies have been conducted to 
determine what components contribute to a good dropout prevention plan.  
All 10 schools chosen to participate in this study possess their own school dropout 
prevention plans that were available online for review. In 2009, the Office of Dropout 
Prevention created qualifications and responsibilities for implementation of a dropout 
prevention program for high schools in Mississippi. Each school district was held 
responsible for the implementation of a dropout plan focusing on issues that pertained to 
their school districts. The MDE determined that each school would create a plan to 
increase their graduation rate for cohort classes on a systematic basis to 85% by the 2018-
2019 school year.  
In review of the school’s plans, observations were made that helped to address the 
research questions in this study. The plans from each school revealed that each institution 
used the same template and format, which had been created by the Office of Dropout 
Prevention from the MDE. The dates for 6 of the 10 plans were dated for 2014 – 2015 
school year. The beginning of the plan consisted of the district’s goals and all the 
individuals who were invited to be a part of the initial planning session. The signatures 
included district administrators, school administrators, counselors, teachers, community 
members, and parents. Parents’ signatures were found on 8 of the 10 documents 
analyzed, which proved to be the only inconsistency among the plans. The goals for each 
district were to increase their graduation rate, decrease their dropout rate, and decrease 
their truancy rate. Each school district set their own targets based on the data presented in 
the document. The next section of the document involved a needs assessment. It focused 
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on a target group, data collection methods, prioritized list of needs, short term goals, and 
long term goals for their districts. This information varied but was evident in each plan.  
In addition, according to the Office of Dropout Prevention each school had to 
focus on dropout recovery initiatives that focus on students age 17 through 21, who 
dropped out of school. Each of the reviewed plans had the same 15 dropout prevention 
strategies with their individual initiatives listed: systemic renewal, school community 
collaboration, safe learning environments, family engagement, early childhood education, 
early literacy development, mentoring and tutoring, service-learning, alternative 
schooling, after school opportunities, professional development, active learning, 
educational technology, individual instruction, and career and technical education. The 
last section of the dropout prevention plan addressed evaluating effectiveness where 
districts determined if goals of current or proposed initiatives were being met. In 
observing all district plans only two districts had met most of their goals, other districts 
had and indicator of “no” checked in this area.  
Although all schools indicated in the survey that they were aware of their plans, 
several school’s plans were not updated nor had they checked that goals had been met. 
However, what was evident is that the prevention strategies in their specific plan were 
current prevention strategies being utilized. Participants supported this in their interviews 
as well.   
It is important for educational leaders to develop and choose dropout preventions 
plans that can benefit their specific environment and students. The suggested prevention 
strategies are making an impact in these schools that are seeing success.  
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Results by Research Questions 
Research Question 1: What are the perceptions of high school administrators and 
counselors concerning reasons for dropping out? 
This research question utilized interview question 1, which inquired of the 
participants’ three primary reasons for why students dropped out of school, to help 
answer the research question. There were no additional questions used. In response to this 
question, three out of five participants stated age and perceived lack of value in education 
(non-motivated, behind on coursework, attendance). Additional comments addressed the 
outside influences that resulted in students being disengaged. One of the participants (#1) 
stated,  “Our students have so much going on outside of school that they are disinterested 
in school and not motivated to fulfill academic obligations. They disconnect from staff 
and faculty and believe staff and faculty do not care.” Another participant (#5) stated, 
“...students assume that getting a GED is an easier route. They would rather drop out to 
obtain the GED than to finish school and obtain their high school diploma.” The 
participants all commented on how the family played a vital role in these decisions as 
well; each answer connected to the student's home environment.  
Age and a perceived lack of value in education emerged as a key perception as to 
why students drop out of school. Over-age students who failed one or more grades 
become more at-risk for dropping out. Researchers have consistently found that grade 
retention is the most powerful predictor of dropping out at the individual level. Students 
who no longer value education usually have identified another means of living that they 
believed would help him or her obtain success, such as obtaining a job even if it is 
minimum wage. There students have lost sight of the long-term goal of receiving a high 
school diploma.  According to the participants, students believed that they felt too old to 
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be in such a structured environment. This trend led to programs such as Edgenuity for 
credit recovery and teen summits to ensure students had an opportunity for remediation 
and completion. According to the participants many students did not value education and 
the opportunities it could afford them. Administrators believed it was their role to 
motivate and inspire students to want to finish by showing them the positive impact 
having a high school diploma would have on their overall well-being.  
Research Question 2: What are the perceptions of high school administrators and 
counselors concerning strategies to prevent dropping out? 
This research question utilized survey questions 5, 6, 9, and 10 to help answer the 
research question. Interview questions 2, 3, 7, 9, 10, and 13 also helped answer the 
research question. This question addressed what specific strategies administrators were 
using to keep students in school. In answering this question four themes emerged:  
leadership development, teaching and learning, collaborative networks, and district 
systemic supports. When administrators and counselors were asked how often their 
schools provide professional development for teachers on teaching and learning for 
students, 80% of the administrators and counselors responded frequently, while 20% 
responded sometimes. There were no responses that reflected very little, or no, not at all. 
When asked how often does your school provide leadership development for 
administrators and other school leaders, 60% of the administrators and counselors 
responded frequently and 40% responded sometimes. There were no responses that 
reflected very little or no, not at all. In addition, the participants were asked how often 
their school referred to the dropout prevention plan; 30% responded almost always, 60% 
 
57 
responded sometimes, and only 10% responded rarely. Overall, this indicated that each 
school referred to their prevention plan (Table 2).  
Additional survey responses from question 10 addressed what specific prevention 
strategies were in place to address the risk factors of potential dropouts. This question 
was open-ended and allowed the participant to provide examples of what he or she was 
using that worked for his or her school. Examples of these programs are presented in 
statements such as: 
#1 “Positive rewards programs, relationships, a dedicated counselors to meet the 
needs of students” 
 




#4 “We have a virtual school that gives students the opportunity to learn in an 
environment other than the traditional classroom. We have had great success 
utilizing virtual school courses to keep students from dropping out of school” 
 




#7 “REAP (Re-Engaging in Education for all to Progress)” 
 
#8 “Dropout prevention coordinator, credit recovery, mentor program, PBIS geared 
towards attendance rates” 
 
#9 “Teen summit and course recovery” 
 





Table 2  
 
Usage of Leadership and Professional Development in Schools (N = 10) 
                        N                 Percentage 
 
SQ5. How often does your school provide professional development for teachers on 
teaching and learning for students? 
 
Frequently 8 80% 
Sometimes 2 20% 
Very Little  0 0% 
No, not at all 0 0% 
 
Total 10 100% 
 
SQ6. How often does your school provide leadership development for administrators and 
other school leaders? 
 
Frequently 6 60% 
Sometimes 4 40% 
Very Little  0 0% 
No, not at all 0 0% 
 
Total 10 100% 
 
SQ9. How often do you believe your school or program refers to the dropout prevention 
plan? 
Almost always 3 30% 
Sometimes 6 60% 
Rarely 1 10% 
Never 0 0% 
 
Total 10 100% 
 
Interview questions 2 and 3 sought to determine how school leaders collaborated with all 
stakeholders to encourage persistence in schools.  A theme emerged from the responses: 
collaborative networks. These networks in schools include partnerships between the 
schools, community, and district. The responses explored evidence of parent 
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collaboration in their schools and it specifically addressed collaboration among 
stakeholders. Statements from the administrators and counselor to address these questions 
included: 
Interview #1. We communicate about everything through various channels. 
Regular communication with parents helps to form consistent support for the students and 
eradicate future obstacles to our students' academic success. This is also our way of 
building rapport and accountability when we keep consistent communication.  
Interview #2. We have collaborated with our team of teachers, counselors, and 
administrators on ways to decrease absenteeism in our school. Our efforts have promoted 
a community-wide effort to get our parents and counselors working together to weekly 
monitor our student’s progress and attendance.  
Interview #4. In our schools there is a culture of excellence in all that we do. To 
achieve this, it is imperative for all entities within the school to work together. As 
principal, I am intentional in ensuring there are opportunities for all school staff to 
collaborate and ensure we are meeting the needs of our students. One of the cornerstones 
to our success as a school and district is our level of parent and community involvement. 
At all school levels, we are constantly communicating with parents and the community to 
promote ways they can be involved in the educational process. This community has high 
expectations of our schools and we work tirelessly to ensure we meet those expectations. 
We hold quarterly update meetings for our district wide strategic plan that are aimed to 
get input from all stakeholders.  
Interview #8. We utilize a continuous monitoring system with all parties sitting 
down at the table monthly to discuss areas of concern with our students labeled “at risk.” 
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We always communicate our goals and have incentives in place for those who meet these 
goals. It is imperative that all of our staff understand and complete the mission. Our 
school is an open door for parents to come visit along with hosting various parent nights, 
open house, and scheduled conferences. Several members of our community routinely 
come in and mentor students in our school. We have formed partnerships with several 
businesses to get supplies and incentives for our students to be better.  
Interview #9. Well, we have professional learning communities by grade level and 
subject area. This is the opportunity for teachers to meet and collaborate. There are 
committees within our school that serve a purpose for fulfilling the mission. This allows 
everyone in the building to be a part of ensuring we have supports in place for our 
students and parents. We have what is known as the 21st Century Community Learning 
Center where they offer things like literacy strategies boot camp and professional 
workshops on developing resume and interviewing techniques. Then there are Literacy 
Nights, PTO monthly meetings, and Title I Parent input meetings hosted to involve our 
parents and community.  
Interview question 7 addressed strategies for holding teachers accountable for 
student learning, engagement, and retention rates. The responses gave more depth to the 
survey questions asked. The responses to these questions included: 
Interview #1. We require teachers and staff to fulfill their job responsibilities. This 
may mean, at times, bringing work home to make sure the lessons are crafted to meet 




Interview #2. Accountability is for ALL; I especially hold myself to a high 
standard of using best practices with my staff, so in turn I expect the same for them in the 
areas mentioned. It is always my goal each year to grow my staff through coaching, 
empowerment, and training.  
Interview #4. Every kid matters, and accountability starts with our community and 
trickles down from the school board, to the superintendent, to principals, teachers and 
students. We have a culture of high expectations, and mediocrity is not good enough. The 
difference maker in our district is our teachers. We hire and develop the very best 
teachers we can find.  
Interview #8. We require weekly progress updates in our computer system and 
monthly parent contact logs to make sure everyone is kept abreast of the student’s 
performance. When we see deficiencies, we ask teachers to begin tier monitoring as a 
part of their intervention. We check this often and remind those who forget to do so with 
gentle encouragement to do what is in the best interest of our students.  
Interview #9. Well, to hold our teachers accountable we use PLCs or professional 
learning communities to set goals and track students’ performance. We have seen a 
difference in our data a result of PLCs being used correctly and everyone having buy in 
about the expectations for our students to be graduates.  
Interview questions 9 and 10 asked about the instructional strategies that were 
related to problems concerning dropouts. Another theme emerged that was about the 
teaching and learning practices, specifically related to which instructional strategies were 
the most impactful and the frequency of staff meetings that related to dropout prevention. 
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Teaching and learning is used to describe the interaction between the teacher and the 
student. The administrators and counselor responded as follows: 
Interview #1. When materials are relevant students relate and become actively 
engaged in the learning process. They begin to look forward to working on and 
completing assignments that further encourages them to remain in school. A few years 
ago we created a care team that was comprised of the deputy director, the principal, lead 
sped teacher, and the social worker. They met weekly to discuss students who were truant 
and had similar issues.  
Interview #2. We use a variety of instructional strategies, our overall focus is to 
ensure students have an opportunity daily to collaborate, productively struggles, and 
obtain quick feedback on progress. Our staff meet weekly in staff meetings, PLCs, and 
training sessions weekly to where we discuss teaching and learning standards from the 
MS College and Career Curriculum.  
Interview #4. We have incorporated the Career Academy model and Problem 
Based Learning to address student interest and engagement. We meet at least two weeks 
or monthly, which gives us time to collect additional data and implement any changes we 
discussed in our last PLC.  
Interview #8. What contributes most to our school's improvement is the outreach 
and mentoring program along with credit recovery. In our classrooms we encourage our 
teachers to use best practices such as student led centers, cooperative learning roles, and 
one to one technology integration. I teachers are trained and share their data on how these 
strategies are making a difference in their classrooms. They even share when there is 
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struggle to implement so other teachers can help them improve their practice. We meet 
monthly to discuss and problem solve student data and issues.  
 Interview question 13 asked participants to provide 3 ways they believed to be 
primary strategies to prevent students from dropping out of school.  
Interview #9. The teachers meet quarterly, which is once each nine week period. 
This is not frequent but the time spent during a whole day of planning, reviewing data, 
and discussion is impactful.  
What our teachers do in the classroom is very significant to student achievement. 
There are also multiple factors (such as activities or policies) outside of the classroom 
that can positively impact teaching and learning. According to the responses each school 
made it clear that there was communication among teachers about the student's academic 
data and using professional learning communities (PLCs) was a way to accomplish that 
task. Teachers working in a collaborative setting with colleagues having conversations 
about students and student work, data, attendance, or behavior has proven to be an 
effective practice in tracking individual student performance. In response to helping at 
risk students schools used a credit recovery program as a means for students to "catch-
up" if they are one or more grades behind. Schools are also using "Academies" and 
strategies like Problem Based Learning (PBL) to allow students to learn in a setting that 
appeals their interest. Having frequent professional development allowed teachers and 
administrators to grow professionally. There were still areas to grow and learn. This was 
common in all conversations with school leaders.  
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In addition, interview question 13 asked participants to provide 3 ways they 
believed to be primary strategies to prevent students from dropping out of school. The 
participants responded as follows: 
Interview #1. Students need support in fulfilling academic obligations. Our 
schools must make school interesting enough for students to want to attend through 
opportunities that engage them in workforce development, college exposure, and dual 
credit classes. Lastly, students need to feel connected to the staff, relationships are the 
key.  
Interview #2. Community involvement, career and technical training for students, 
and teacher-student relationships are three key areas that we need to focus on to help 
prevent students from dropping out.  
Interview #4. If we offer engaging instruction that focuses on relevance, hire the 
best teachers, and engage our parents and students in what we are doing showing that we 
care we can prevent students from dropping out.  
Interview #8. Close collaboration between parents, students, and school staff. 
Foster positive relationships between students and teachers/mentors. Provide credit 
recovery and alternative school setting measures for those who are severely behind on 
graduation requirements.  
Interview #9. Early identification of struggling students, intense interventions, 
awareness to our community to increase knowledge of being college and career ready. 
Participants appeared to agree that having a focus on teaching practices that included 
instruction and teacher relationships, community collaboration that engaged all 
stakeholders, providing an alternative with intense interventions for struggling students, 
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along with an implemented focus on college and career readiness were primary strategies 
to prevent students from dropping out.  
Research Question 3: Based on your perception, how have the dropout plans and 
specific prevention strategies reduced the number of dropouts? 
This research question utilized survey questions 3, 7, and 8 that helped to answer 
this research question. Interview questions 4, 5, 6, 8, 11, and 12 also helped answer the 
research question.  The survey data indicated that 30% of the administrators and 
counselor believed they referred to the dropout prevention plan almost always; 60% 
believed they referred to the plan sometimes; and 10% of the administrators and 
counselors indicated they rarely referred to the dropout prevention plan. This is an 
indication that the plans are in place and being viewed. However, the question remains as 
to how the plans and specific prevention strategies decreased dropout rates? Each school 
was selected because of the decline in their dropout data from 2010 to 2016 according to 
the Mississippi Department of Education 4-Year Graduation Rates Report 
(http://www.mde.k12.ms.us/). The schools were chosen because of the consistent 
improvement in their dropout rate over six years. What made the difference? There were 
three questions from the survey that addressed dropout prevention programs and specific 
dropout strategies.   
According to the survey 50% of the school administrators and counselors were 
extremely aware of a specific dropout prevention program for their school; 40% of the 
school administrators and counselors were moderately familiar with a specific dropout 
prevention program for their school; and 10% of the school administrators were slightly 
familiar with a specific dropout prevention program for their school (see Table 3). 
 
66 
Table 3  
 
Awareness of School’s Dropout Prevention Programs (N = 10) 
                       N                 Percentage 
 
SQ3. Are you aware of a specific dropout prevention program for your school? 
 
Extremely aware 5 50% 
Moderately familiar 4 40% 
Slightly familiar 1 10% 
Not at all familiar 0 0% 
 
Total 10 100% 
 
In addition, Table 4 shows the levels of agreement administrators and counselors 
had to two of the survey questions concerning evidence of prevention strategies. When 
asked if there was evidence of collaborative partnerships between the school, school 
district, parents, and community, 50% of the administrators and counselors strongly 
agreed this was evident, and 50% somewhat agreed this was evident in their schools. 
There were no responses of somewhat disagree or disagree. When administrators and 
counselors were asked if there are processes in place in their schools to encourage 
students to attend school regularly, 60% of the administrators and counselors responded 
almost always, and 40% responded sometimes. There were no responses of very little or 
no, not at all. One school leader added in their interview that chronic absenteeism is 
becoming a problem in their school. It was stated that their team of teachers and 
counselors had decided to begin monitoring the attendance weekly and communicated the 
next interventions to everyone who had an active role in the life of that student. 
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Table 4  
 
Agreement of Evidence of Prevention Strategies (N = 10) 
                       N               Percentage 
 
SQ7. Is there evidence of collaborative partnerships between the school, school district, 
parents, and community? 
 
Strongly agree 5 50% 
Somewhat agree 5 50% 
Somewhat disagree 0 0% 
Disagree 0 0% 
 
Total 10 100% 
   
SQ8. Are there processes in place in your school or program to encourage students to 
attend school regularly? 
 
Almost always 6 60% 
Sometimes 4 40% 
Very little 0 0% 
No, not at all 0 0% 
 
Total 10 100% 
 
 
In addition, survey question 11, asked participants to provide any additional comments in 
regards to specific dropout prevention strategies. The responses to the final question 
included in the following statements: 
#1 No response 
 
#2 “We are looking to start career academies. We are also going to begin a new 
practice where our counselors check grades, attendance, and discipline weekly to 
assist with our dropout rate” 
 
#3 No response 
 
#4 “We also have a culture to where failure isn’t an option for our kids. We will 




#5 No response 
 
#6 No response 
 
#7 No response 
 
#8 No response 
 
#9 No response 
 
#10 No response 
 
In addition to the survey questions, interview question 3 helped to answer this 
research question concerning the dropout prevention plans. When the participants were 
asked if their dropout prevention plan specifically addressed collaboration among 
stakeholders and to explain how, the participants answered as follows:  
Interview #1. The drop-out plan does contain specific ways we will collaborate 
with all stakeholders.  
Interview #2. Our dropout prevention plan does indicated collaboration with 
stakeholders to help reduce dropout rates with a district-wide mentoring program and 
community support to fund resources needed to implement programs such as PBIS and 
Leader in Me. 
Interview #4. Our dropout prevention plan does address collaboration among 
stakeholders. It is important for everyone to be involved.  
Interview #8. I believe our dropout prevention does address this, I’m not sure. 
However, we address concerns as a group and ensure our parents and students are at the 
table to help find solutions to the problems or concerns. Our goal is to always provide the 
best service to those in our community.  
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Interview #9. Yes, our dropout plan does include a district-created community 
relations department, quarterly meetings on discipline, academic support, and graduation 
requirements. The newest addition to this plan are the teen and parent summits that are a 
big hit. We are trying to do all we can to heavily involve our community and address 
issues even beyond academic accountability.  
In asking the participants interview questions 5 and 6, the theme leadership 
development emerged from their responses. The questions asked about specific ways they 
promoted leaders that decreased dropout rates and specific professional development 
activities designed to improve dropout rates. As mentioned previously in this chapter, 
leadership development is key to the success of students and schools. The responses to 
these questions included: 
Interview #1. The saying is people do not care about how much you know until 
they know how much you care. I believe that when teachers exercise compassion with 
students and are present for every conversation they have with their students, this in 
return make students feel valued. This aspect of interaction has a direct impact on 
whether or not students will drop out because they have a reason to stay in school when 
they feel valued and significant. Yes, we have many PD activities that build our 
instructional and student-teacher relationship capacity. However, the example of our 
school that speaks volumes to me in this area is the time my school’s deputy director, the 
lead high school Sped teacher, and 2 other general education teachers rallied around one 
at-risk senior to help her graduate. They remained in constant communication with this 
student, assisted this student with assignments, maintained check-in times with this 
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student, and provided a listening ear when this student needed it. They were her 
unofficial support team.  
Interview #2. Our school ensures that teachers are knowledgeable of the mission 
and goals for our students. They are given a needs assessment survey on areas they feel 
they need more training as it relates to accomplishing these goals. We have hosted 
several PD sessions in house and encouraged our staff to attend PD in our state or out-of-
state. The PD hosted in our buildings come from our leadership team and our teachers. 
The most recent training we held was about the new graduation options. Our teachers 
along with our counselors need to be familiar with how to explain and guide our students 
and parents in this process.  
Interview #4. We promote leadership in a way that focuses on the student. We 
are here to help students and teachers be successful. Every administrator in our district 
has a sign on their desk that states “Is what I’m doing, or about to do, going to improve 
student achievement?” This is a guiding principle for leadership in our school district. We 
don’t have specific dropout programs related PD activities, but we do focus our PD 
meetings on ensuring teachers have the tools necessary to provide their students with 
instructional practices that are meaningful and engaging. I harp on teachers providing our 
students with real-world learning opportunities that show them how school connects to 
their lives. We achieve this through project-based learning.  
Interview #8. Our teachers are encouraged to become leaders in every way and 
promote that culture in their classes by allowing students to have a voice and an 
opportunity to be peer mentors. We hold several training sessions to help teachers 
understand what effective leadership looks like. We often do surveys and have teachers 
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and students tell us what we can do to improve. We recently partnered with mental health 
services to help us achieve a way to see how mental health plays into the success of a 
student. We have training on behaviors as what we should look for and how to effectively 
handle those behaviors so students feel safe and are willing to stay at school and learn. 
These sessions were chosen based on teacher request to better understand how mental 
health had an impact on student achievement. We wanted to eliminate the stigma of 
“crazy” and reach the kids who gave up because we do not know how to help them.  
Interview #9. We have professional development sessions to increase awareness 
of dropout prevention. We provide teen summits where we are increasing the awareness 
on factors that lead to teen dropouts. We have intensive multi-tier systems of support 
along with our quarterly college and career goal meetings. We are currently using 
Edgenuity to provide course recovery, this is where the students take a course through an 
alternate means. Then there is our Graduation Matters Campaign which is another 
intensive focus on dropout prevention. This campaign is community wide and has been a 
big success.  
Interview question 8 also helped to answer this research question. The question 
addressed, what strategies contributed most to improve dropout rates? This question was 
similar to interview question 7 which addressed the instructional strategies that improved 
dropout rates. However, in answering research question 3, it was important to see trends 
in strategies utilized by administrators and counselors they felt were helpful in reducing 




Interview #1. When materials are relevant students relate and become actively 
engaged in the learning process. They begin to look forward to working on and 
completing assignments that further encourages them to remain in school. A few years 
ago we created a care team that was comprised of the deputy director, the principal, lead 
sped teacher, and the social worker.  
Interview #2. We use a variety of instructional strategies, our overall focus is to 
ensure students have an opportunity daily to collaborate, productively struggles, and 
obtain quick feedback on progress.  
Interview #4. We have incorporated the Career Academy model and Problem 
Based Learning to address student interest and engagement. 
Interview #8. What contributes most to our school's improvement is the outreach 
and mentoring program along with credit recovery. In our classrooms we encourage our 
teachers to use best practices such as student led centers, cooperative learning roles, and 
one to one technology integration. I teachers are trained and share their data on how these 
strategies are making a difference in their classrooms.  
Interview #9. We are using a credit recovery program through Edgenuity. Well, 
this is working because our kids have a way of catching up when they are behind which 
usually leads to dropping when this issue is not addressed. We hold our teachers and staff 
accountable for authentic learning and counseling. We have hosted several reality fairs, 
career and college fairs, and we have our counselors using Positive Action Steps 
Curriculum which is a great guide to use with our struggling students.  
Interview questions 11 and 12 were also helpful in answering research question 3. 
When the administrators and counselor were asked what supports or initiatives have been 
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provided by the district (or state) that contribute to their schools' success in reducing 
dropout rates or what ways the district (or state) could better support the dropout 
prevention plan, the theme district systemic support emerged. The purpose of district 
systemic support is to build supportive district-level or even state-level operating 
structures that support schools and work in a coherent and collaborative manner, while 
embedded in a continuous improvement process. The various methods of collaboration 
are explained in the narrative responses. The administrators and counselor made the 
following statements: 
Interview #1. My previous place of employment utilized a lot of outside 
resources to help students who had issues in the home that directly affected their 
attendance at school such as homelessness, domestic abuse, addictions, and etc. The 
district could provide more supports within the school setting in the form of more support 
staff.  
Interview #2. Recently the district became involved with a community awareness 
forum and invited a lot of our businesses to interact with our administrators. The 
Superintendent took the time to express the needs, new initiatives, and desired 
partnerships. We have seen more career fairs, community job training and shadowing as a 
result of that event. The district has also found ways to fund incentives for students and 
staff in our school. The students are able to celebrate monthly when they meet academic 
and behavior goals. Well, the district is currently doing what we are asking, and mainly 
we are asking for more resources as it relates to drop-out prevention. We are doing okay, 
but we can always do better.  
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Interview #4. We have incorporated the career academy model and problem 
based learning to address student interest and engagement. Our biggest asset is our 
teachers. We feel the district is doing everything we have asked for so nothing at this 
time.  
Interview #8. Our district has provided the opportunity for our students to have 
technology available all year with the new one to one initiative. We currently have a 
dropout prevention specialist who is in our buildings assisting as needed. I would like to 
see our district provide additional information and training for teachers and staff at the 
beginning of the year on how to spot students at risk for dropping out and how we can 
better manage this group of students throughout the year.  
Interview #9. We have implemented the Literacy Based Promotion Act, MTSS, 
course recovery program, district truancy elimination plan, and the Superintendent’s 
parent advisory group. This is a part of our dropout prevention plan and everyone is 
aware of how we will use these initiatives to promote academic success. The district is on 
board with what we are doing, we could definitely strengthen our tier process but this is 
currently in the works.  
In conclusion to this research question, each school had a dropout program in 
which there was some familiarity. Each school involved their communities and district 
stakeholders in their school's performance and operation. Each school had a process to 
address attendance, even though they varied. According to their individual school 
dropout data, the strategies being used are working.  
Research Question 4: What similarities and differences in both perception and 




To answer this research question, survey questions 3 and interview questions 1 to 
13 were used to help answer the research question.  Based on the data, the administrators 
and counselors at these school that had experienced success believed they were able to 
prevent students from dropping out of school; there was a formal plan for dropout 
prevention in place. However, it was determined that this plan was not reviewed 
consistently throughout the year.  Rather, dropout prevention was embedded in their 
culture and beliefs to ensure best practices were being used with staff and students to 
provide a healthy school culture. The experiences they shared in preventing dropouts 
were highlighted, as they built relationships with the community, parents, students, and 
staff. These administrators held all stakeholders accountable for actively engaging with 
the schools and the school’s mission. Everyone was responsible for growing and learning 
professionally to ensure each student’s academic success; and responding early to 
students at risk of dropping out or failing.  
A summary of the similarities and differences found in the interview questions 
revealed that out of the four themes that emerged all schools identified with having 
collaborative networks, leadership development, teaching and learning, and district 
systemic supports in their schools. The difference is in how this looked for every school, 
but it was evident in the responses there is an awareness for each school leader these 
components have a great impact on the work that they do in their communities for their 
students. As indicated in the data, 50% of the participants were extremely aware of a 
prevention plan; however, only 30% referred to the plan almost always. According to the 
data, the impact is within the strategies that are being used with students. It was evident 
that every school used multiple strategies to keep students in school and complete school. 
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However, those strategies differed from school to school. Again, what remains the same 
is that every school collaborated with all stakeholders, developed leadership, have a focus 
on instructional practices, and the district is actively involved in improving academic 
performance.  
Summary 
During the interviews, principals elaborated on six additional questions that 
focused primarily on dropout prevention in their school and/or district. After making 
many phone calls to follow up with participants only five out of ten participants were 
able to give me an interview. Each participant was assigned a number based on his or her 
survey results to allow identification of trends in each of their schools. The questions 
were asked and the following six themes emerged from the interview questions: 
Foundational Introduction, Collaborative Networks, Leadership Development, Teaching 
and Learning, District Systemic Supports, and Foundational Conclusion. 
The administrators and counselors involved in this study, especially those 
interviewed, spoke with conviction of the work they believed they were doing to help 
students. They took great pride in speaking about the success they were seeing in their 
school districts. Everyone talked about how the end goal was the same for every student, 
and that goal was high school completion. The stories told indicated they did whatever 
was necessary for each individual student to see success. As administrators and 
counselors sustained collaborative networks, leadership development, professional 
learning opportunities for teachers, and received support from district and state leaders, 





SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Summary 
The perceptions, experiences, and strategies of principals, assistant principals, and 
counselors regarding dropout prevention strategies were examined in this case study. Ten 
schools were chosen based on their improved dropout rate from 2010 to 2016. Each 
school improved their dropout rate by 10% or more over the 6-year period. The schools 
were also chosen based on their school’s population of having 1,000 or more students 
attend their school and having a 20% or higher district poverty rate. These schools met 
demographics similar to other schools with very high dropout rates in the state of 
Mississippi. The goal was to answer the overarching research question: Among schools 
that have seen a decline in dropout data, which dropout prevention practices are most 
effective at reducing the dropout rate?  
According to the data presented, schools are using a dropout prevention plan that 
is presented to the staff and updated. This plan consists of several components that are 
connected to community collaborations, leadership development, teaching and learning 
practices, and support from district level leadership. The following list of practices are 
common among high schools with improved dropout rates: 
 Credit Recovery Programs 
 Virtual Schools 
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 College & Career Fairs 
 Career Academies 
 Mentor Programs 
 Dropout Prevention Coordinators/Dropout Prevention Plans 
 Professional Learning Communities for Teaching and Learning 
 Leadership Training 
 Developing Relationships 
 Data Meetings that focus on grades, attendance, and student behaviors 
 Collaboration among schools, district leaders, parents, and community support 
These findings are consistent with the literature with regard to successful 
intervention programs. Researchers Gleason and Dynarksi (2002) stated that intervention 
programs must address risk factors that can be controlled and changed. Lehr et al. (2004) 
argued that intervention must address the disengagement process and the causes of it. 
Successful intervention programs are designed to deal with the core issues that cause 
student alienation and disengagement from school. A quality intervention program will 
teach students skills and strategies that can be used to meet the academic, behavioral, and 
psychological demands of attending school. The high schools identified in this study all 
agreed that what was used were best suited and needed for the students who they were 
targeting to give them other options to complete high school or keep them interested.  
In addition to the overarching question, the follow questions were asked.  
1. What are the perceptions of high school administrators and counselors concerning 
reasons for dropping out? 
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2. What are the perceptions of high school administrators and counselors concerning 
strategies to prevent dropping out? 
3. Based on your perception, how have the dropout plans and specific prevention 
strategies reduced the number of dropouts? 
4. What similarities and differences in both perception and strategies have led to 
decreased dropout rates? 
Overall, it was determined that the administrators and counselors believed that 
they were capable of meeting the needs of their students through various programs, 
initiatives, teacher and leadership development, and the involvement of all 
stakeholders.  
Interpretation of the Findings 
An interpretation of the findings as it relates to the data collected for the study and 
literature pertaining to dropout prevention are described below. 
Research Question 1 asked, “What are the perceptions of high school 
administrators and counselors concerning reasons for dropping out?” One key finding 
was that school leaders generally agreed students drop out primarily because of their age 
and the perceived lack of value in education. The research literature supports this finding. 
Researchers have consistently found that grade retention is the most powerful predictor of 
dropping out at the individual level (Ou & Reynolds, 2009). Roderick (1993) argued that 
even after statistically controlling for both background and school performance, those 
students who had repeated grades were substantially more likely to drop out than those 
students who had never been retained.  
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External factors existing outside the school also influence students and their view 
of school. Before students drop out, there first appears a disconnection with the student 
and the school that must be identified and addressed well before students drop out. 
Rumberger (2004) noted that dropping out is but the final stage in a dynamic and 
cumulative process of disengagement from school. In addition, Fuerst and Fuerst (1993) 
stated interventions must begin early in a student’s educational career in order to be 
successful. As students accumulate more risk factors, intervention programs are less 
likely to be successful. 
The research literature also suggest that students often leave school because they 
have not connected to someone in their home, school, or community who can set higher 
standards and help them achieve these standards. Dropping out of school, Rumberger 
(2011) claimed is not simply a result of academic failure, but often results from social 
and academic problems stemming from a lack of resources and the support of families, 
schools, and communities. If correct, this explanation suggests that educators must use 
comprehensive approaches to reduce the dropout rate. Rumberger (2011) argued that 
educators should develop these comprehensive approaches, which he defined as school-
wide reform, to help potential dropouts address their social and academic problems.  
Research Question 2 asked, “What are the perceptions of high school 
administrators and counselors concerning ways tried to prevent dropping out?” One of 
the key findings was that the school leaders make attempts to offer a second chance 
through credit recovery programs. In review of research about credit recovery programs, 
McCabe and St. Andrie (2012) argued that credit recovery programs are a highly 
decentralized, unregulated, and under-researched dropout prevention initiative. However, 
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even with little research available to support the effectiveness or ineffectiveness of credit 
recovery programs on student dropouts, this does not lead to conclusions that schools 
should not use them (Zinth, 2011). In addition, Zinth (2011) stated that it is better to start 
credit recovery programs in the first year of high school because students who struggle 
academically during this first year have an increased risk of dropping out. Concerns have 
been raised about the lack of academic rigor in credit recovery programs. Waston and 
Gamin (2008) states the general concern is that students receive a less challenging 
curriculum in order to maximize the probability that they successfully recover credits. To 
avoid this possibility, prior to implementing a credit recovery program, the district should 
review the curriculum of programs under consideration for rigor and alignment to state 
standards (Waston & Gamin 2008).  
Another key finding from this research question was leaders conveyed the 
importance of building relationships with students and parents to prevent dropping out. 
The research literature supports this finding. Corbett and Wilson (1988) noted that 
dropouts connect their memories of a good year in school to the attributes of teachers; 
caring adults are critical to the academic success of at-risk students. In review of 
motivation research, Daniels and Arapostahis (2005) also found that teacher-student-
relationships were critically important to the academic success of at-risk students. They 
interviewed reluctant students in an alternative high school to examine how they 
experienced success or failure in school. Daniels and Araapostahis (2005) noted that 
student engagement in relation to academic pursuits rose when they built relationships 




In a study concerning parental involvement in schools, Brock and Edmunds 
(2010) argued that administrators must attract parents to their schools. Brock and 
Edmunds (2010) created a home school survey that they administered to 116 parents who 
responded to questions related to communication at home and at school and home 
practices about learning. The results showed that parents were involved in their children’s 
education at moderate levels. The results also revealed that the two most significant 
barriers to parental involvement were lack of time and conflict with work schedules. 
Brock and Edmunds (2010) suggested that administrators consider these barriers 
carefully because parents may want to be involved in their children’s education, but these 
barriers often limit their involvement.  
Another key finding was that school leaders understood that creating an 
experience and connection to school through opportunities such as college and career 
fairs, academies, virtual school, etc were vital. Dewey (1916) noted that educators must 
understand the differences that each student demonstrates in relation to learning that 
derived from genetics and from previous experiences. Educators must be flexible so that 
students may engage in learning in a way that lends to greater ownership and success for 
the student. In another study related to the perspectives of school experiences, 
Bridgeland, Dilulio, and Morrison (2006) argued that educators should provide support 
systems at home and at school to help students stay in school. This support includes 
improving curriculum and instruction to make school more relevant and engaging, 
enhancing the connection between school and work, and providing specific support for 
struggling students.  
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Research Question 3 asked, “Based on your perception, how have the dropout 
plans and specific prevention strategies reduced the number of dropouts?” All school 
leaders were are at least somewhat familiar if not extremely familiar with their dropout 
plan. To lower the state’s dropout rate, MDE required school district leaders to complete 
a comprehensive dropout prevention plan, which focused on student engagement in 
schools. Under this plan, school leaders may establish comprehensive dropout prevention 
and academic intervention programs to meet the needs of unmotivated or unsuccessful 
students who are at risk of dropping out of school. School administrators and counselors 
who participated in this study all worked in established dropout prevention programs due 
to this mandate. Related to this, initiatives to prevent students from dropping out have 
common themes such as collaborative networks for all stakeholders, leadership 
development, teaching and learning practices, and the involvement of district systemic 
supports which were all discussed from participating school leaders. These were also 
common prevention strategies utilized in the dropout prevention plans.  
There is limited research that indicates that educators do not always use dropout 
prevention plans effectively. For example, in a study about how to support students at 
risk for dropping out of school, Knesting (2008) conducted a multiple case study of 
students who were still in school, but who were at-risk for academic failure and dropping 
out of school. Sources of data included interviews with faculty members and classroom 
observations. Knesting (2008) found that administrators and teachers at this high school 
did not have a dropout prevention plan in place. The students believed that the 
administrators at this high school were not effective in implementing school operations; 
they were not motivated to learn because they believed teachers did not care and were not 
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invested in teaching. Knesting (2008) concluded that the students at this high school 
knew more about the dropout issues than the teachers and administrators.  
Research Question 4 asked, “What similarities and differences in both perception 
and strategies have led to decreased dropout rates?” One key finding was that all school 
leaders want to see a positive change in student dropout rates. Although each school did 
not have the same programs implemented, the interviews confirmed that each school 
collaborated with all stakeholders, developed leadership, had a focus on instructional 
practices, and was in a district that was actively involved in improving academic 
performance. Although the strategies were different, the approach to meeting those 
components were the same.  
The research literature supports this finding. According to Shannon and Bylsma 
(2006) there are various characteristics of high performing schools, there is a growing 
consensus that these characteristics are found in schools that are improving student 
learning and often do so in the face of considerable challenges. Shannon and Bylsma 
(2006) identified nine characteristics of successful schools as the following: clear and 
shared focus, high standards and expectations for all students, effective school leadership, 
high-levels of collaboration and communication, curriculum, instruction, and assessments 
aligned with state standards, frequent monitoring of learning and teaching, focused 
professional development, supportive learning environment, and high-levels of family 
and community involvement. In addition, early research that also supported this finding 
were schools succeeding with poor and minority children. Effective schools had clear 
school missions, high expectations for success, instructional leadership, frequent 
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monitoring of student progress, opportunities to learn and student time on task, safe and 
orderly environments, and home-school relations (Lezotte, 1991). 
 School leaders exhibiting success believed they were able to prevent students 
from dropping out of school through their current implemented practices. Although it was 
determined when reviewing the dropout prevention documents, plans were not updated 
yearly. Rather, dropout prevention was embedded in their culture and beliefs to ensure 
best practices were being used with staff and students to provide a healthy school culture. 
Implications  
The study is important because state and federal educational policy has placed an 
emphasis on students completing school. In addition, lowering dropout rates may 
contribute to less crime, less dependence on socialized services that increase taxes, and 
better opportunities for students to obtain employment. There are schools in the state of 
Mississippi with very similar demographics but very different dropout rates. The 
implication is that school leaders can have a positive or negative influence on dropout 
rates. After looking at 10 successful high schools in the state of Mississippi, it is evident 
that high schools should consider looking at their collaborative networks for all 
stakeholders, leadership development, teaching and learning practices, and the 
involvement of district systemic supports. Successful school leaders emphasized these 
key areas, and they also desired to continue improving these practices. It was evident 
these are the leading factors to their success, where school leaders have the courage to do 
something different when something different needs to be done.  
Another implication is to create a deeper understanding for educators about the 
cost of high school dropouts to society. Dropping out of school brings increasing costs to 
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citizens of the United States. Lim & Rumberger (2008) noted that when students drop out 
of school, they earn lower wages, have higher chances of being unemployed, and are 
faced with a greater chance of health problems. Without immediate and extensive 
intervention, Balfanz & Legters (2006) warned, in five years, dropouts will cost the 
country more than $1.5 trillon. However, this study reveals that these themes need to be 
shared with students on a personal level of how it will impact them.  
In order to address the dropout problem in our schools, high school administrators 
and counselors could implement these recommendations in order to engage more students 
in school and to prevent more students from dropping out of school. By implementing the 
policies and procedures implemented by successful schools, Mississippi’s educational 
leaders might help communities in their own state support the education and careers of 
their own citizens.  
Limitations of the Study 
Several limitations to this study should be noted, while the researcher used 
procedures to reduce limitations, the following existed: 
1. Even though the researcher made every attempt to call and reschedule interviews, 
there was limited participation (50%) in regards to the interview.  
2. The study was limited to the honesty of the participants or how they chose to 
answer the questions. As a result of presenting information about their schools, 
participants could have presented bias in showing information about their 
organization.  
3. The study was limited by the short timeframe to gather data during one semester. 
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Despite limitations, this study presented how school leaders and counselors of successful 
schools used specific strategies to improve dropout rate conditions.  
Recommendations for Practitioners and Policymakers 
Recommendations directly relate to the findings and the literature review of this 
study. These recommendations relate to practice in the field of education and how 
schools should engage students in learning. Recommended next steps for educators in 
Mississippi: 
1. Each individual school district should continue to, or begin to, utilize a dropout 
prevention plan to ensure efforts for preventing students from dropping out of 
school are in place. All administrators, school staff, parents, and community 
members should review and have access to the plan.  
2. School administrators and other educational stakeholders should develop effective 
ways to critically evaluate the effectiveness of their plans each school year. 
Yearly evaluation should be done to determine how effective their plans have 
been in relation to keeping students in school.  
3. Individual school districts should ensure they have planned to use best practices 
with their targeted population of at-risk students (e.g., credit recovery, 
mentorships, academies, college & career fairs, etc.). School leaders at schools 
with high dropout rates should visit other school districts that have a similar 
population who are seeing success and improvement.  
4. All administrators should have opportunities for development and growth as 
leaders in their buildings. Most important, however, there should be a follow-up 
meeting to allow principals to discuss strategies which are successful with 
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dropouts and to receive assistance with others who are not meeting with success. 
The principal plays a huge role in school improvement and the success of his or 
her school.  
Another critical recommendation concerns the creation of engaging classrooms. 
The findings from this study indicated that school administrators and counselors believe 
that teachers must engage students who are at-risk for academic failure, and interventions 
must be made. Teaching and learning in the classroom is crucial to a student’s success. 
However, little qualitative research exists about how teachers use specific instructional 
strategies to increase engagement in learning for at-risk students. The literature revealed 
that positive student-teacher relationships improve student engagement in learning. 
Therefore, school administrators and counselors need to support teachers in relation to 
how they deliver instruction in the classroom. Educators need to provide more high 
quality professional development activities to support all teachers in relation to how to 
engage all students in learning.  
Finally, school districts need to implement follow-up surveys and exit interviews 
with students who have dropped out of school. These follow-up surveys could be helpful 
in determining the reasons why students did or did not return to school. This practice is 
viable in evaluating what schools can do differently to save a student and give him/her 
hope for a future. Taken together, clear strategies exist for improving dropout rates in 
Mississippi. The schools that have seen improved dropout rates must continue to find 
interventions to promote staying in school.  
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Recommendations for Future Research 
As a follow-up and expansion to this research study, further studies should be 
examined: 
1. A qualitative study focused on the specific day-to-day operations of the dropout 
prevention plans.  
2. Further case studies to determine how well administrators have explained their 
plans to all employees, obtaining the perception of teachers and other school 
faculty. 
3. Further correlational studies to identify specific research interventions that 
correlate with specific dropout preventions strategies for at-risk students.  
4. Further research examining schools and districts that have not seen improvement 
in dropout rates may be compared and contrasted with more successful schools 
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APPENDIX B:  Consent Form for Online Survey 
Title of Research Study: 
You are invited to take part in a research study that will examine schools that have seen a 
substantial success in drop-out prevention since 2010. The title of this study is Improving 
Dropout Rates in Mississippi Schools: A Case Study Examining Effective Dropout 
Prevention Programs in Mississippi High Schools.  
 
Researcher: 
This study will be conducted by Shevonda Truman. I am a graduate student at 
Mississippi State University pursing a doctoral degree in Elementary, Middle School, and 
Secondary Education Administration.  
 
Procedures: 
If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to: 
 Participate in an online survey about how you work with at-risk students in your 
school or program. This survey consists of 11 questions and will take 
approximately no more than 3-5 minutes to complete.  
 The follow-up phone interview will consist of no more than 15 questions and 
should take approximately 20 minutes. The phone conversation may be recorded 




If you have any questions about this research project, please feel free to contact Shevonda 
Truman at the following email address struman@mpsdconnect.org.  
 
Voluntary Participation: 
Please understand your participation of this study is voluntary.  Your refusal to 
participate will involve no penalty or loss of benefits. If you decide to join the study now, 
you can still change your mind during the study. If you feel stressed during the study, you 
may stop at any time. You may skip any question you may not wish to answer. 
 
Confidentiality: 
Any information you provide will be kept confidential. The researcher will not use your 
information for any purpose outside of this research project.  
 
Statement of Consent: 
Please take all the time you need to read through this document and decide whether you 
would like to participate in this research study. To protect your privacy, your signature 
will not be collected. If you decide to participate, your completion of the research 







APPENDIX C: Survey Questions 
 
 
1. What is your current position/role? 
o School Principal 
o School Administrator (Assistant Principal) 
o Other 
2. How many total years have you been a school principal or a school administrator 
at your current school? 
o 1-3 Years 
o 4-6 Years 
o 7-9 Years 
o 10 Years or more 
3. Are you aware of a specific dropout prevention program for your school? 
o Extremely aware 
o Moderately familiar 
o Slightly familiar 
o Not at all familiar 







5. How often does your school provide professional development for teachers on 
teaching and learning for students? 
o Frequently 
o Sometimes 
o Very little 
o No, not at all 
6. How often does your school provide leadership development for administrators 
and other school leaders? 
o Frequently 
o Sometimes 
o Very little 
o No, not at all 
7. Is there evidence of collaborative partnerships between the school, school district, 
parents, and community? 
o Strongly agree 
o Somewhat agree 
o Somewhat disagree 
o Disagree 
8. Are there processes in place in your school or program to encourage students to 
attend school regularly? 
o Almost Always 
o Sometimes 
o Very Little 
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o No, not at all 
9. How often do you believe your school or program refers to the dropout prevention 
plan? 




10. What programs are in place at your school to address the risk factors of potential 
dropouts? 
 








APPENDIX D:  Interview Questions 
Foundational Introduction: 
1) What do you believe to be the 3 primary reasons for dropping out of school? 
Collaborative Networks: 
1) In what ways do you promote collaboration among teachers, counselors, and 
administrators to encourage persistence in school? 
2) Do you collaborate with parents or community members in any way? If so, how? 
3) Does your drop-out prevention plan specifically address collaboration among 
stakeholders? If so, how? 
Leadership Development: 
1) Are there specific ways you promote leadership in a way that decreases drop-out 
rates? If so, what are they? 
2) Do you have specific professional development activities designed to improve 
drop-out rates? If so, what are they and how are/were they chosen? 
3) How do administrators hold teachers and staff accountable for student learning, 
engagement and retention rates? 
Teaching and Learning: 
1) What strategies contribute most to improved drop-out rates? 
2) What instructional strategies promote improved drop-out rates? 
3) How often do staff members meet specifically in order to solve problems related 
to drop-out rates? 
District Systemic Supports: 
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1) What supports or initiatives have been provided by the district (or state) that 
contribute to your school’s success in reducing drop-out rates? 
2) In what ways could the district (or state) better support your drop-out prevention 
plan? 
Foundational Conclusion: 
1) What do you believe to be the 3 primary ways to prevent students from dropping 
out in your school (or school district)? 
